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The purpose of this study was to understand what No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
meant to teachers in Mississippi and to determine what impact this reform had on reading
and language arts classroom instruction for teachers. Qualitative research methods in the
form of interview data and classroom observations were used to examine teachers’
perceptions of accountability and its effects on classroom instruction. Teachers were
asked to answer a set of research interview questions related to research questions. The
specific research questions used to explore teachers’ perceptions about accountability
were (1) What are reading and language arts teachers’ perceptions of accountability? (2)
What are teachers’ perceptions of the influence of state testing on reading and language
arts classroom instruction? and (3) How do elementary and middle school teachers
prepare students for end-of-year reading and language arts state test? The researcher
gathered qualitative data from five teachers with teaching experience ranging from 5
years to 30 years of teaching experience. Each teacher who participated in this study was

familiar with administering Mississippi Curriculum Test 2 (MCT2) at the elementary and
middle school level.
The results of this study indicated that teachers believe that the Mississippi
accountability system is effective for improving the teaching and learning process but not
for holding schools and districts accountable. Each teacher in this study believed that test
scores alone were not effective for addressing the familial and societal issues many
schools face on a day-to-day basis and as a result using test scores to determine school
quality was unrealistic. Of the five teachers interviewed, four reported engaging students
in meaningful learning activities that put emphasis on the significance of language arts in
daily life. These teachers were also observed placing more emphasis on rubric-based
assessments, classroom writing activities, and student-centered activities as a result of the
2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised and MCT2.
Recommendations for further research include investigating whether the impact
of teachers’ professional experience influences student achievement, or whether the
impact of the building principal’s perceptions of the framework impact classroom
instruction and teachers’ perceptions.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) is the most recent amendment of
the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA); No Child Left Behind Act of
2001 (2002). NCLB is a 12-year plan to raise achievement in America’s public schools.
One of the main aspects of NCLB is the emphasis it places on standardized, high-stakes
testing to measure students’ progress in reading and math in each of grades 3 through 8
and at least once during grades 10 through 12 (Hodges, 2002; Lewis, 2003; Michelau &
Shreve 2002; NCLB, 2002; Rose & Gallup, 2003; Tyler, 2003; Young, 2003). Schools
must show that each subgroup (based on disabilities, limited English proficiency income,
or certain racial backgrounds) is improving through testing a required 95% of its school
population (Young). To assist schools and districts across the nation, with meeting these
constraints, NCLB offers technical assistance and support, financial support, the use of
scientifically-based research programs and strategies, and some flexibility with
combining funding to meet these requirements.
Since amending the ESEA and its focus on high-stakes testing, much controversy
has occurred regarding whether or not NCLB can change the cultural background of
schools and districts across the nation. Supporters believe that NCLB makes certain that
all students will receive a quality education (Abrams, Madaus, Russell, Komos, & Miao,
2003; Grant, 2001; Palividas, 2001; Pedulla,; Wolf, Borko, Elliott, & McIver, 2000).
1

These supporters claim that this reform can use the lever of accountability to ensure that
all schools provide a quality education by ensuring that every child in the United States
meets rigorous learning standards regardless of their social economic status, cognitive
abilities, or cultural background.
To the contrary, critics of NCLB believe that accountability reforms do more
harm than good (Barker, 2001; Darling-Hammond, 2004; Firestone, Mayrowetz, &
Fairman, 1998; Gordon & Reese, 1997; Haney, 2000; Hoffman, Assaf, & Paris, 2001;
Linn, 2000; McNeil & Valenzuela, 2000). These authors argue that NCLB does not
improve teaching and learning. They argue that NCLB narrows the classroom
curriculum, encourages the teaching of lower-level cognitive skills, leads to drill and
practice with paper and pencil, and leaves little room for in-depth learning in the
classroom curriculum. Various other authors (Flinders, 2005; Kohn, 2000; Linn, 2003;
Sizer, 2004) acknowledge the importance of accountability but argue that because of the
lack of infrastructure that exists in many low-performing schools, NCLB may be
detrimental to schools and districts across the nation.
NCLB, as well as other accountability reforms, has proven to be highly
controversial. Before examining teachers’ perceptions of accountability and the effects it
has on classroom instruction, the next section presents a brief overview of the history of
accountability reforms.

2

Background of the Study
History of Reforms
In the 1950s, the federal government began to play an increasingly involved role
in funding education, with the passage of the National Defense Education Act of 1958
(Berlak, 2005). In 1965, ESEA was enacted requiring the use of standardized tests
(Wenning, Herdman, & Smith, 2002). ESEA was to provide funding to schools that
serve students from families in poverty. Further, ESEA was to bring the educational
opportunity of poor students more in line with wealthier students. To accomplish this,
federal funding was used to supplement local spending and provide compensatory
education for disadvantaged students. Once ESEA was enacted, programs were
developed to assist with students’ learning and research was conducted to improve the
teaching and learning process. For almost 30 years, ESEA appropriated an average of 11
billion dollars a year to assist poor schools. Although ESEA promised a fair education to
school districts in poverty across the nation, much controversy developed over whether
ESEA actually improved the achievement of poor children. Critics claimed that ESEA
failed to improve the learning ability of poor children because the Act did not hold
schools accountable for students’ learning (Wenning, Herdman, & Smith, 2002).
Throughout the history of educational reform, the federal government has enacted
a number of standards-based accountability reforms to improve the education process for
disadvantaged students. For example, in 1994, to promote and support quality education
through challenging standards of teaching and learning, President Clinton reauthorized
ESEA and passed the Improve America’s School Act (IASA) of 1994 (Education
Commission of the States, 2000). The enactment of IASA brought about many changes
3

in American education by supporting the following principles: (a) all students can learn;
(b) lasting improvement depends on school-based leadership; (c) top-down and bottomup reform is necessary; and (d) the whole community must be involved in developing
strategies for system-wide improvement. IASA not only concentrated on comprehensive
change, school improvement, and achievement for all children, but also viewed education
as an ongoing process involving collaboration between federal, state, and local
authorities. IASA also supported the development and implementation of state standards
for student learning and achievement by (a) eliminating the annual testing requirements
and substituting testing at least once within a three grade span; (b) removing federal
guidelines for determining annual school performance but allowing states to define their
own adequate yearly progress (AYP); and (c) disaggregating test scores by race and
disability status (Wenning et al. 2002). Although the implementation of IASA gave
schools and districts a great deal of latitude to define what kind of progress would count
as adequate yearly progress, IASA did not hold schools accountable for the achievement
of poor and minority students, limited English proficient students, and students with
disabilities.
As the nation entered the 21st century, there was a continued outcry from the
public that American schools were not as competitive as schools internationally, and
policymakers lamented that schools were not requiring enough of poor students (Center
on Education Policy, 2006). Meeting the educational needs of children by closing the
achievement gap between high and low performing students, President George Bush
signed NCLB, a revision of ESEA of 1965. Accountability reform was the central
feature of NCLB. NCLB made more stringent the testing and accountability provision of
4

IASA and moved Title I closer to the instructional core by requiring that all Title I
students be incorporated into the state accountability system. NCLB dictated that all
schools and districts make adequate yearly progress (AYP). The basic assumption
underlying NCLB was schools that meet AYP were assumed to be functioning well and
enhancing student achievement. Schools that failed to make AYP were assumed to be
falling short of expectations (U. S. Department of Education, 2002). In addition, the
goal of NCLB was ambitious in that all children would have a fair and equal opportunity
to obtain a high-quality education and all students would reach minimum proficiency on
state academic achievement standards and state academic assessments within a 12-year
period (Understanding the No Child Left Behind Act, 2003).
The accountability system proposed by NCLB was designed to change the way
educators delivered instruction in an attempt to increase student achievement. Based on
this guiding ideology, NCLB mandated that all school districts across the nation conduct
standardized tests each year and publicly report the achievement of all students regardless
of racial or socioeconomic background. Not only were students required to master
performance objectives, the legislation also required states to annually increase the
percentage of students who are proficient in reading and math. If any school fails to
measure up to standards, then that school will be identified as “in need of improvement”
and parents will be given the opportunity of placing their child in another public school
within the same district (U. S. Department of Education, 2002).
While educational reforms required states to develop a system for measuring
adequate yearly progress, NCLB focused extensively on strengthening the scope of the
teaching and learning process by supporting the development of programs based on what
5

was defined as scientifically-based research, developing assessment programs, and
supporting the development of an accountability system based on student achievement.
Each of these ideas will be discussed below.

The Components of NCLB
Before the implementation of NCLB in 2002, there were few mandates for putting
research into practice (Center on Education Policy, 2006). One goal of NCLB was to
improve the quality of education by insisting that all educational decisions be based on
scientific research. In order for schools and districts to receive federal funding for
improving the teaching and learning process, schools and districts must meet one of the
following provisions: (a) programs, methods, or strategies must have a proven track
record, through scientifically based research, to improve the achievement of students; or
(b) the program, method, or strategy must have strong evidence that it will result in
significant improvement in achievement (U.S. Department of Education, 2004).
According to The Department of Education, schools and districts are compelled to put
into practice programs and policies that are backed by scientifically-based research.

Scientifically-Based Research
The requirements for scientifically-based research were the product of a growing
desire to ensure that federal funds would be used for effective programs that have
evidence of results. A goal of scientifically-based research was a responsive curriculum
that helps teachers in helping each student to reach his or her maximum potential (U.S.
Department of Education, 2001).
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Assessment Program
At a time when most states were putting forth effort to provide an appropriate
education to all students, NCLB required states by School Year (SY) 2005-2006 to test
every child in grades 3-8 in Reading and Mathematics, and again, during grades 10
through 12, in Algebra I, U.S. History, Biology I, and English II. By SY 2007-2008, the
science assessment was to be administered to students in grade spans 3-5, 6-9, and 10-12.
These requirements supported the 1994 ESEA requirement for assessments in reading
and math (Winograd, 2002).
For years, English Language Learners (ELL) had been subjected to an educational
system that did not require ELL students to meet the same standards as their English
speaking peers. ELL students new to the United States often have a difficult time
participating in state assessments due to language barriers or the lack of schooling prior
to coming to the United States. Thus, it is difficult to assess ELL students’ content
knowledge in reading during their first year of enrollment in public schools in the United
States (Winograd, 2002). However, the provision of NCLB places much emphasis on the
assessment practices of ELL students.
Under NCLB, schools must show AYP in making sure that all students, including
ELL students, achieve academic proficiency in order to close the achievement gap. To
help ELL students overcome cultural differences and the academic gaps that impact
comprehension, President Bush approved the inclusion of the Bilingual Education Act
and the Emergency Immigrant Education Program (Title III State formula grant system),
into the English Language Acquisition, Language Enhancement, and Academic
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Achievement Act as a pedagogically sound approach to assessing Limited English
Proficient students (Winograd, 2002).

Accountability
NCLB is designed to change the culture of America’s schools by closing the
achievement gap, teaching students based on proven methods, and giving parents more
options. NCLB called for an accountability system to monitor students’ academic efforts
through tests (Knowles & Knowles, 2001). Under the act’s accountability provisions,
states must describe how they will close the achievement gap and make sure all students,
including those with disadvantages, achieve academic proficiency. States must also
produce annual report cards that inform parents and communities about school progress
(U.S. Department of Education, 2004).
The accountability systems designed by each state must be based on challenging
standards in reading, mathematics, and science for all students in selected grades. States
are required to identify what constitutes “proficient” performance on their state tests and
set a timetable to bring all students in all subgroups up to defined levels of proficiency by
2014. States must also report the progress of students to parents annually. In addition,
schools not meeting performance levels for two years, as defined by AYP toward defined
goals are identified as needing improvement. Schools that have not met AYP after four
years are subject to reorganization or closing (Understanding the NCLB, 2003). Under
NCLB, school districts are mandated to show that they are worthy of and can
resourcefully use public school funding. Policymakers and business leaders support the
notion that public institutions backed by tax dollars are responsible for educating students
(Cohen, 2002). Under IASA, the legislation prior to NCLB, states receiving funds under
8

Title I were required to develop an assessment program. NCLB mandates that all states
establish a statewide accountability system that would be effective in ensuring that all
districts and schools make AYP. To make AYP, districts/schools must test 95% of all
students in each accountability group with 30 or more students. This means the
proficiency level of all students must increase on a yearly basis to make AYP, regardless
of socioeconomic status or whether students are low performing. The calculation of AYP
is determined by the overall percentage of students meeting proficiency in the state
assessment. In addition, the Performance Index (PI) of each accountability group with 30
or more students must equal or exceed its Annual Measurable Objective (AMO) or the
group must make “Safe Habor” (Mississippi Department of Education, 2004). This “safe
habor” stipulation guarantees that schools will get credit for making significant year-toyear improvement, even if the school fails to meet the state performance goals. The
school can still make AYP by reducing the percentage of students below proficiency by
10% from the previous year and show progress on other academic indicators. However,
if the students’ achievement data or the data from one of the subgroups do not meet AYP
in two years, the district or school gets one of the following titles (Mississippi
Department of Education, 2004):
Needs-improvements- occurs when a district or a school that received Title I funds
fails to meet AYP for two years in a row in a subject area. When a school district fails to
meet AYP for two years, the district must inform parents of this status and propose a twoyear improvement plan which outlines actions the district will take to improve the
students’ performance on the state assessments. Understanding the No Child Left Behind
Act (2003) reported that even though a school has high performing students who have
9

met or exceed state requirements, a school can still be classified as in need of
improvements school if the school or district does not meet AYP in any subgroup.
Corrective Action – occurs when a district or school does not succeed at meeting
AYP for four successive years. Schools failing for a fourth year must implement
interventions such as mandating the complete reconstitution of the school, including
hiring all new staff.
Restructuring – occurs when a district or school does not meet AYP requirements
for five years. Schools failing to meet AYP for a fifth year are faced with the following
penalties:
(1) a reduction of administrative funds; (2) putting into practice a new curriculum;
(3) replacing personnel; (4) appointing a trustee to manage the district in place of
the superintendent or school board; or (5) restructuring the school’s district. If
schools fail to make progress after the fifth year, schools must either initiate a
plan for the creation of a state charter school, or replace all or most of the school’s
staff, or turn the school over to the State or to a private company (U.S.
Department of Education, 2002).

Response to the NCLB Accountability: Mississippi
In an effort to hold schools and districts accountable for student learning,
starting with SY 2003-2004, the federal government (U.S. Department of Education,
2004) required states to implement a state accountability system to measure student
achievement and growth. The State of Mississippi first implemented a performancebased accreditation system in 1986 as a result of Mississippi Education Reform Act of
1982. In 1996, the MDE assigned an index number to each district based on student
10

performance in reading, language arts, and mathematics. The performance levels of
schools in Mississippi ranged from level 1 to level 5, with level 1 being probation and
level 5 being exemplary or a superior performance school. Level 3 schools are
considered successful (Mississippi Department of Education, 2006).
The majority of school districts in Mississippi fall into the level 3 rating. To
determine student achievement and growth using the accountability system, the
Commission on School Accreditation uses test scores from the Mississippi Curriculum
Test (MCT) and the Subject Area Testing Program to calculate achievement index (1-5)
and the growth composite (not met, met, exceeded) for each school (Mississippi Public
School Accountability Standards, 2002). Based on 2006 accountability results, the
performance levels of schools in Mississippi were classified as follows: 232 (28%) are
Level 5 schools; 225(26%) are Level 4 schools; 319 (36%) are Level 3 schools; 73 (9%)
are Level 2 schools; and 3 (1%) are Level 1 schools. The number of schools for SY
2005-2006 assigned level 1 to level 2 rating decreased 10% as compared to SY 20042005 (Mississippi Accountability System, 2005).
One of the most important courses of action taken by NCLB is the requirement
that all students in grades three through eight perform proficiently in reading and
mathematics by SY 2014 (Center on Education Policy, 2006; Mississippi Department of
Education, 2006; Understanding the NCLB, 2003). In 2004, the percentage of eighthgrade students in Mississippi scoring at proficient and advanced in math increased from
48% to 60% (Mississippi Department of Education, 2004). In SY 2006, 709 schools met
AYP in all three areas of reading, language arts, and mathematics. Between SY 2002 and
SY 2004, there was an increase in fourth grade reading and mathematics proficiency test
11

scores. The fourth grade reading proficiency increased by four percentage points and the
fourth grade mathematics proficiency increased by eight percentage points. In addition,
the achievement gap was narrowed on the average by 4% among minority students
(Mississippi Accountability System, 2005). The findings also suggest that Mississippi
has reported a narrowing of the achievement gap rather than a widening of the gap since
the passage of NCLB. However, it is worth noting that the increase in student
achievement may be attributed to a number of factors such as school improvement plans
or technical assistance provided by MDE. Overall, these results indicate that Mississippi
is making limited progress toward the goal of 100% proficiency by 2013-2014.

Standards of Learning in Mississippi
NCLB requires states to develop coherent and rigorous content standards that are
aligned to assessment standards (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). The law also
requires schools to test students once during each of the following grades: 3 to 5, 6 to 9,
and 10 to 12. Before the mandates of NCLB, Mississippi had a majority of testing
components developed and in place. Therefore, test development was only needed in the
subject area of science (Mississippi Department of Education, 2003).
Beginning in the spring of 2002, all Mississippi public school students in grades
two through eight were required to take the Mississippi Curriculum Test (MCT). These
tests were administered in reading, language arts, and mathematics. The results of
students’ MCT scores consisted of four performance categories labeled from lowest to
highest: minimal, basic, proficient, and advanced. Students scoring at the advanced level
demonstrate the ability beyond that which is required to be successful at the next grade
level. The proficient level is the goal for all students in Mississippi. Students at the
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proficient level demonstrate solid academic performance and mastery of the knowledge
and skills required for success in the grade or course in the content area. Students scoring
minimal contributed no credit to the proficiency index and were referred to the Teacher
Support Team. Students scoring basic will contribute half-credit to the proficiency index.
Students scoring proficient or advanced will contribute full credit to the proficiency
index. The performance levels obtained by students are not only used to hold schools
accountable but also are used for computation of AYP (Mississippi Department of
Education, 2004).
Test designers described the MCT as an effective standardized testing series that
provided data regarding the achievement of students and students’ growth (Harcourt
Assessment, 2005). The frameworks outlined in reading, mathematics, and language arts
were targets and expectations for what teachers were expected to teach and what students
were expected to demonstrate (Mississippi Department of Education, 2003). The total
English score consisted of language mechanics and language expression subtests. These
subtests worked together to measure a wide variety of language arts and writing skills.
Test items were intended to assess capitalization; punctuation; the students’ capability to
construct effective sentences, to combine simple sentences into more concise sentences,
and to build meaning from written text (Harcourt Assessment, 2005).
The total reading subtest measured students’ awareness of the concepts of print,
sounds, and the structure of language; measured students’ independent reading strategies
to read fluently with comprehension; and measured students’ understanding of the
structure of words and language (Harcourt Assessment, 2005).
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The total mathematics score consisted of mathematics computation and
mathematics concepts. These subtests were intended to measure students’ aptitude to
perform basic mathematics operations, apply mathematical concepts, and use a range of
problem-solving strategies (Harcourt Assessment, 2005).

Recent State-Level Assessment Changes
In an effort to assist schools in Mississippi with closing the achievement gap and
to give all students the opportunity to achieve at the highest level of achievement, the
MDE issued a Request for Proposal in January 2006, to develop a criterion-referenced
test that would ensure that all students achieve academic proficiency by 2014 as
established by NCLB. The alignment of language arts and mathematics standards are
important to give students the opportunity to learn and be assessed on what they are
expected to know and be able to do. The NCLB legislation stipulates that assessment
programs used to measure proficiency of students be aligned to content standards. In
March 2004, teachers, administrators, and university professors throughout the state of
Mississippi met to assess and address any misalignments and gaps in the Mississippi
Language Arts Framework and Mathematics Framework. The team was charged with the
task of reviewing current literature, reviewing the current state framework and reviewing
the current landmark frameworks such as National Council for Teachers of Mathematics
(NCTM), National Assessment of Educational Progress, Principles and Standards for
School Achievement, 2000, International Reading Association, and National Council for
Teachers of English (NCTE). These assessments not only measure reading, language
arts, and mathematics proficiency in grades 3rd through 12th grade but also provide
information that can inform instruction. To determine whether standardized tests
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developed by MDE match the language arts and mathematics content standards Webb’s
model of alignment was used to analyze competencies and objectives to ensure a more
rigorous language arts and mathematics curriculum program (Mississippi Department of
Education, 2006).
Several changes resulted from the revision process. For example, the second
edition of MCT known as MCT2, replaced the current MCT test in reading/language arts
and mathematics. The 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised is much
more specific than 2000 Mississippi Language Arts Frameworks in the careful alignment
between the standards and assessment items used to determine students’ success and
inform parents, policymakers, the general public and educators about students’
proficiency. The standards place less emphasis on knowing facts and information and
more on critical thinking and project-based activities.

Webb’s DOK
The recent educational reform has mandated that schools and districts use an
alignment process to align assessment with the depth and breadth of content standards at
all grade levels. To meet these requirements, MDE adopted Norman Webb’s Depth of
Knowledge (DOK) Framework to measure the cognitive demand of the tasks students are
required to perform in language arts and mathematics (Mississippi Department of
Education, 2007). Students must acquire more than the knowledge of basic skills. Their
understanding of mathematics and language arts must go deeper. Using DOK will guide
teachers in stretching and expanding students understanding of the content (Webb, 1999).
Each objective from the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Frameworks, Revised has been
assigned a DOK.
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There are four levels of DOK in Webb’s model of alignment that make up a
hierarchy based on complexity and difficulty. DOK level 1 items require students to
recall information such as facts, definition, or terms. Verbs such as identify, define,
recognize, and compute represents DOK level 1. Some examples that represent but do
not constitute all of level 1 performance are: identifying figurative language in a reading
passage; computing sum, difference, product, and quotient; or identifying who, when,
what, where, and why (Webb, 1999).
DOK level 2 is more complex than level 1. Level 2 DOK requires students to
engage mental processing beyond recalling or basic reasoning. It requires both
comprehension and processing of text or a portion of text. Key words may consist of
words such as “classify,” “organize,” “estimate,” collect and display data,” and “compare
data.” Some examples that represent but do not constitute all of level 2 performances are:
identifying and summarizing the major event in a narrative; comparing strategies or
procedures; classifying and sorting items into meaning categories; or explaining the
purpose of a given artwork (Webb, 1999).
Deep knowledge is the focus at DOK level 3. At DOK level 3 students are
required to become complex or strategic thinkers. Students go beyond explaining or
describing to justifying “how and why,” drawing conclusions or developing logical
arguments. The cognitive demands at this level are complex and abstract. Key words
may consist of words such as “propose and evaluate,” “justifying,” “explain patterns” and
“support decisions”. Some examples that represent but do not constitute all of level 3
performance are: analyzing similarities and differences in artworks; or determining the
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authors’ purpose and describe how it affects the interpretation of a reading selection
(Webb, 1999).
High-order thinking skills are the focus at DOK level 4. This level requires
extended thinking or reasoning. Students are required to make several connections and
devise one approach to solving the situation. Students may be asked to develop
hypotheses or take information from one passage and apply the information to a new
task. Key words may consist of words such as “analyze and synthesize,” “describe and
illustrate,” “connect and relate ideas and concepts,” and “develop logical argument.”
Some examples that represent but do not constitute all of level 4 performance are:
describing how themes are common; proving a theorem; investigating the impact of time
and place; or participating in concerts, exhibits, and productions. Verbs alone do not
determine DOK’s level. DOK focuses on how deeply students need to respond to a task.
Only items with a DOK level of 1, 2, or 3 will be used on the MCT2. For students to
reach the cognitive demands of the content, classroom instruction must include welldesigned lessons and assessments that reflect students working at all levels of DOK. If
classroom instruction fails to assist students with becoming strategic thinkers and extend
their thinking in the classroom, then the students’ chance of meeting the cognitive
demands of the state assessments decreases (Webb, 1999).

Similarities between MCT and MCT2
Even though significant changes resulted from the alignment of content and
assessment, there are substantial similarities between MCT and MCT2. For example,
both are criterion-referenced tests used for holding schools accountable; assessing the
academic growth of students; computing AYP; and describing in detail what students
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should know, understand, and be able to do over the course of K-12 education. The items
in both assessments are related to the objectives for instruction. They both require the
same elements of quality, reliability, fairness, and validity. Both are used to assess
proficiency in each of a list of specific competencies. However, the MCT2 criterionreferenced test offers a number of advantages: (a) the test shows progression across
grades and offers more rigorous cognitive demands; (b) the standards reflect an
improvement in the depth of learning with shorter administration time; and (c) the
competencies provide a reliable comparison of individual students’ scores over several
years (Mississippi Department of Education, 2006).
Overall, the goal was to create more challenging, more complex, and more realworld content that allows students to focus more on conceptual understanding, critical
thinking skills, and problem solving activities. Webb’s DOK is included in the 2006
Mississippi Language Art Framework-Revised to assist teachers with implementing
classroom instruction based on cognitive processes. DOK is one way teachers can
understand the complexity of what students are expected to know and to do (Mississippi
Department of Education, 2006). With a more rigorous curriculum teachers are
encouraged to move away from assessing discrete knowledge to assessing students’
understanding.

Overview of the MCT2 Test
The MCT2 field test was conducted in May 2007 in reading/language arts and
mathematics. Students took only the reading/language arts or the mathematics test, not
both. The results of the field test were used to assess the validity of the items, not to
measure students’ performance. In the spring of 2008, all Mississippi public school
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students, in grades three through eight took the MCT2 as part of the statewide assessment
program in language arts and mathematics.
The language arts multiple-choice test contains competency items that measure
vocabulary, reading comprehension, writing process, and grammar/mechanics/sentence
structure. These test items are distributed throughout the test with varying degrees of
difficulty. The test consists of 70 items that will determine the student’s score and an
additional 10 experimental items that will not be scored. The 80 multiple-choice items
will be administered in one setting and receive one score (Mississippi Department of
Education, 2006).
The seventh-grade mathematics multiple-choice test contains items from the
following competencies distributed throughout the test: number and operations, algebra,
geometry, measurement, and data analysis and probability. Test items may contain
charts, graphs, or diagrams that the student will use to determine the correct answer. The
test consists of 50 items that will determine the student’s score and an additional 10
experimental items that will not be scored. The 60 multiple choice items will be
administered in one setting and receive one score (Mississippi Department of Education,
2006).
Only a small proportion of Mississippi students will be exempted from MCT2 and
all non-exempt students who are not tested will be assigned scores of zero. MDE will
continue to use the current accountability model. However, the 2007-2008 school year
MCT2 scores were the baseline for the new federal and state accountability system in
Mississippi based on achievement level and growth model. Mississippi will keep the old
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achievement levels (minimal, basic, proficient, and advanced) but set and report new
levels in the near future (Mississippi Department of Education, 2006).
While testing is thought by many to benefit education in a variety of way, it is
impossible to make a generalization about how high-stakes testing has affected classroom
practices. Some studies have shown that standardized tests distort the curriculum and
usurp valuable instructional time (Center on Education Policy, 2006; Jones, Jones,
Hardin, Chapman, Yarbrough, & Davis, 1999; Yarbrough, 1999; Woody, Butties, Kafka,
Park, & Russell, 2007). Other studies have reported that standardized testing has a
positive effect on the classroom curriculum in that it provides a guideline for planning
instruction (Center on Education Policy, 2006; Popham, 2004; Woody et al., 2007). In
Chapter II, the literature review will examine a number of variables through which state
testing influences classroom practice.

Purpose of the Study
When test results are linked to rewards and sanctions, studies (Center on
Education Policy, 2006; Jones et al., 1999; Yarbrough, 1999) have found that state testing
encourages teachers to spend an enormous amount of time on tested subject areas to
improve students’ performance. The purpose of this study is to understand the impact
MCT2 has on elementary and middle school reading and language arts classroom
instruction in Mississippi. Specifically, this study attempts to address topics such as
teachers’ perceptions of changes in their instructional practices due to changes in state
testing, teachers’ perceptions of accountability mandates, and strategies teachers use to
prepare for end-of-year testing. The knowledge gained through such a study will assist
principals, assistant principals, counselors, superintendents, aspiring teachers, and those
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in higher education in understanding the effect state testing has on classroom instruction.
Moreover, the results of such a study may assist those who supervise, evaluate, and
provide assistance to practicing teachers.

Research Questions
As a way of examining the effects of state testing on classroom practices in
Mississippi, this study will address the following questions: (1) What are reading and
language arts teachers’ perceptions of accountability? (2) What are teachers’ perceptions
of the influence of state testing on reading and language arts classroom instruction? (3)
How do elementary and middle school teachers prepare students for end-of-year reading
and language arts state test?

Significance of the Study
This study examines the impact MCT2 has on an elementary and middle school
reading and language arts classroom instruction in Mississippi. This study is significant
because it addresses teachers’ perceptions of accountability as well as instructional
practices and strategies used by teachers in Mississippi as they prepare for state testing.
Also, the findings of this study are significant because they inform a number of audiences
within education. For schools of education, this study will provide a deeper
understanding of teachers’ perceptions of accountability and the influence state testing
has on the classroom instruction of new and experienced teachers. For schools and
districts, this research may help with determining specific professional development
needed for faculty, administrators, schools, and staff. For classroom teachers, reading
this study may show a way to examine instructional choices they have made themselves.
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For policymakers, this study may assist with concluding whether mandated curriculum
standards are having the desired effect in schools and districts across the nation.

Definition of Terms
The following terms were used throughout the study. They are as follows:
Accountability system. This term refers to the systematic collection, analysis and
use of information to hold schools, educators, and others responsible for student
performance.
Achievement gap. This term refers to the differences in achievement among
different racial, ethnic and socioeconomic student subgroups.
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). This term indicates acceptable progress by a
district/school towards the goals of proficiency for all students by 2014. To make AYP,
districts/schools must test 95% of students in each accountability group with 30 or more
students.
Disaggregation. This term refers to the way scores are separated and calculated
for sub-groups based on different demographic information, such as race and gender.
High-stakes testing programs. This term refers to when consequences (rewards
and sanctions) are attached to the results of an accountability system.
Mandates. This term refers to the rules governing the actions of individuals and
agencies.
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB). This term refers to the short name
given to the reauthorization of the federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act of
2001. NCLB is a federal mandated educational reform initiative designed to improve
student achievement and change the culture of America’s schools. The NCLB Act is
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based upon four principles: 1) accountability for results, 2) local control and flexibility,
3) expanded parental choice, and 4) effective and successful programs that reflect
scientifically based research.
Performance Index (PI). This term indicates that schools are assigned
Performance Indices (PIs) ranging from 1-5 based on the performance of students on
elementary and middle level state tests.
Rewards. This term refers to the consequences for high or improving
performance on high-stakes tests.
Sanctions. This term refers to the consequences for low performance on highstakes tests. These consequences may be directed by the students, schools, districts, or
state.

Organization of the Study
This research study is divided into five parts. Chapter I includes a description of
the following: (a) History of reform; (b) Components of NCLB; (c) Response to NCLB:
Mississippi; (d) Standards of learning in Mississippi; (e) Recent state level assessment
changes; (f) Overview of the MCT2 Test; (g) Purpose of the study; (h) Research
questions to be answered by the study; and (i) Significance of the study.
Chapter II is the review of the related literature focusing on teachers’ perceptions
of high-stakes testing programs, the impact high-stakes testing has on classroom
curriculum, and the alignment of content and assessment.
Chapter III contains a discussion of the methodology used in the study. The study
consists of a qualitative research design. Included in this chapter are descriptions of the
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research procedures, data collection procedures, and the method of data analysis used to
determine research findings and conclusions.
Chapter IV presents the findings obtained through field observations and teachers’
interviews.
Chapter V includes discussion and implications drawn from the study and
recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction
Accountability is grounded in the assumption that standards and assessments
provide the necessary guidelines for improving student achievement. Between 1997 and
2007, researchers used a multitude of surveys, case studies, interviews, and observations
to examine the impact accountability has on classroom practice. From this research,
opposing evidence has emerged regarding the influence of accountability and the effect
state testing has on instruction, and teachers’ responses to the test.
In this chapter, teachers’ research views and accounts as well as some of the
evidence in support of and against high-stakes testing programs are examined. Much of
the evidence in support of accountability includes state-testing programs’ influence on
classroom instruction to focus more on critical thinking skills, and to reinforce a
classroom curriculum that emphasizes real-life skills. In addition, supporters believe that
with an annual testing program teachers can identify the strengths and weaknesses of
students and implement classroom interventions that can aid in helping students reach
grade level proficiency.
In contrast, many teachers unfavorably report that high-stakes testing is
detrimental to the classroom curriculum. Detractors argue that an enormous amount of
instructional time is dedicated to tested topics. In many cases, the time given to non-core
25

subjects, field trips, and enrichment activities have been either reduced or eliminated
completely from classroom instruction. Educators also argue that high-stakes testing
programs negatively influence teachers’ professional judgment about curriculum and
teachers have to rely on the teacher-centered methods of lecture and recitation to prepare
students for state tests. Classroom instruction is no longer valued and teachers teach to
the test in fear of poor student achievement.
Because testing and accountability programs vary by states and because of
discrepancies in the literature review, it is difficult to draw a conclusion from the
literature. Much research is needed to understand teachers’ experiences with public
school accountability.

Perceptions of High-Stakes Testing Programs

Perceptions of NCLB
Through the use of surveys, interviews, and classroom observations, many studies
(e.g., Barker, 2001; Darling-Hammond, 2004; Firestone et al., 1998; Gordon & Reese,
1997; Haney, 2000; Hoffman et al., 2001; Linn, 2000; McNeil & Valenzuela, 2000) have
investigated the effects of state-mandated testing programs on schools and districts by
each individual state. Recognizing the importance of NCLB and the extent to which
NCLB involves the federal government in decisions affecting schools at K-12 level, the
NCTE (2006) conducted a study on teachers’ experiences and perceptions of NCLB. The
findings of the survey revealed that only 15% of literacy educators believed NCLB was
effective in improving educational equity in their schools. These same educators
reported NCLB was ineffective for providing a framework for families, schools, and
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communities to work together to improve the educational achievement of all students. Of
the 2,000 literacy educators surveyed, 58% believed that NCLB was not effective in
encouraging stronger accountability results; 98% of literacy educators stated NCLB fails
to give parents expanded public school choice; and 81% of literacy educators reported
NCLB was not effective in providing more freedom for schools and the community
(NCTE, 2006). These findings were consistent with the findings in Phi Delta
Kappa/Gallup poll (Rose & Gallup, 2003) in that many people have an unfavorable
opinion about NCLB and its effects on public schools, teachers, and students.

Teachers’ Responses to High-Stakes Testing
Educators argue either strongly for or strongly against high-stakes testing
programs. Teachers in support of high-stakes testing programs believe that high-stakes
testing can lead to a more focused curriculum and provide the tools and data schools and
districts need to improve the quality of teaching and learning (Firestone, Monfils, &
Camilli, 2001; Lumley and Yan, 2001; Pedulla, Abrams, Maduas, Russell, Komos, &
Miao, 2003; Phelps, 2003; Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003; Wolf, Borko, Elliot, &
McIver, 2000; Yeh, 2006). These authors claim that high-stakes testing programs can
serve as a lever for holding educators accountable to challenging standards as well as
provide a picture of what students need to know. They also believe that standardized
testing programs, required by NCLB, highlights students’ strengths and weaknesses so
that teachers can use test data to discern what students are learning and what students are
not learning and then tailor instruction to meet individual learning needs (Gulek, 2003;
Koretz, McCaffery, & Hamilton, 2001; Luna & Turner, 2001; Senge, 2000).
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Teachers who oppose high-stakes testing programs believe that high-stakes
testing programs do not promote learning, but lead teachers to place more emphasis on
test content and also lead teachers to neglect non-tested subject areas and important
elements associated with the curriculum (Haney, 2000; McNeil, 2000; Sandholtz, Ogawa,
& Scribner, 2004; Taylor, Shepard, Kinner, & Rosenthal, 2002). Critics argue that
NCLB is pushing left-behind groups even further behind and, as a result, many poor and
low-performing schools and districts are labeled as failing (Hochachild & Scovronick,
2003; Kohn, 2000; Koretz et al., 2001; Rapp, 2002).
The issue of how teachers view high-stakes testing can be complicated because
educators differ in their judgment about the merits of the topics being emphasized or deemphasized on the tests. For example, some teachers may feel that greater emphasis on
spelling, grammar, and punctuation is appropriate while others may think that the time
should be spent on topics related to good writing, such as studying genres or learning to
write for different audiences and different purposes (Koretz et al., 2001).
As teachers work to meet state-imposed standards and federal guidelines that they
have had little voice in creating, understanding how teachers respond to state testing in
Mississippi provides a new angle of knowledge and information. Policymakers need to
understand the relationship between high-stakes testing and the accountability mandates
imposed upon schools that are faced with teacher shortages, schools and districts
experiencing retention of qualified teaching staff; and schools and districts that are
experiencing high-poverty rate.
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Teachers’ Views of High-stakes and Accountability
A number of interviews and surveys have cited teachers’ views of the
consequences of accountability. Of the teachers surveyed in Vermont by Koretz, Barron,
Mitchell, and Stecher (1996), 44% strongly oppose rewards and sanctions. Further, 67%
of teachers strongly disagreed that rewards and sanctions will unfairly reward and punish
many teachers. James (2003) surveyed 153 teachers in Wyoming and found that 15%
reported that NCLB sanctions were unfair and inappropriate. As one teacher stated,
“NCLB is currently misdirected. It’s so unfair to put sanctions on a school just because
of low-test scores. It fails to look at the whole picture” (p. 34). Another teacher added, “I
believe that the goals of NCLB are admirable but the Act is unrealistic. To have 100% of
students at advanced or proficient is impossible. It is a no-win situation designed to fail
schools” (p. 32). Another teacher responded, “The AYP goals are ludicrous and cannot
be achieved by any school over the long term” (p. 33). The results of James’s study
further suggested that teachers believe that accountability goals were well-intentioned in
theory, but NCLB accountability is an ineffective solution for closing the achievement
gap.
Many teachers responded favorably to having parents and students share the
responsibility for accountability (Yarbrough, 1999). One teacher’s comment provided
insight into the sharing of this responsibility, “It is placing some accountability on
educators, and some educators need that accountability. Unfortunately, I think the
accountability really needs to be placed is on parents and on students and there’s no way
to legislate that” (p. 100). Another teacher added, “We have got to find a way to place
some control and some accountability on the parents and the students” (p. 101).
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Several teachers have voiced their opinions that students are not motivated to put
full effort into taking state tests. One teacher stated, “We have some children who
marked their bubble sheets in the shape of an airplane they don’t even open their test
booklet, and you tell them what is going to happen if they don’t do well on this”
(Yarbrough, 1999, p. 101). Another teacher reported, “There are always some students
who don’t try, this doesn’t give an accurate portrayal of what he/she knows.” The
teacher further explained, “If students are not motivated then this is an issue if test results
are holding teachers accountable but not holding students and parents accountable” (p.
102).
These teachers’ comments confirm the findings of Linn (2003) and Flinders
(2005) regarding accountability reforms. Linn (2003) maintained that because of the
disparities surrounding schools in many communities, the goal is set too high for schools
to achieve 100% proficiency. Schools and districts do not decide who they want to serve.
Schools in low-performing districts serve more students from families with drug and
alcohol abuse problems and with mental health problems. NCLB fails to take into
account these variables and how these variables work against schools and districts’
inability to achieve AYP and to narrow the achievement gap. Similarly, Flinders (2005)
argued that holding schools accountable through a collection of testing requirements is a
poor measurement for any educational reform. NCLB mandates that students show
progress and score at proficiency levels, but standards-based accountability does not take
a revolutionary approach to addressing the sociological and psychological issues needed
to assist students with improving test scores.
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Furthermore, teachers’ comments reflect the notion that teachers are struggling to
find a balance between standards and the academic needs of students. Teachers feel
trapped over the appropriateness of material presented to students. Barksdale-Ladd and
Thomas (2000) surveyed 153 teachers in two large states. The survey indicated that
standards conflicted with teachers’ understandings of child development. One teacher
stated, “I know why they want standards, but whatever happened to developmentally
appropriate education?” (p. 200). Another teacher stated,
All these years, I believed we were supposed to teach the child at the child’s
level, at the zone of proximal development. I took courses and studied…but now
that state tells me that I was wasting my time because their standards are the name
of the game, not the children. (p. 200)
With an increased emphasis on accountability reform and its effects on classroom
instruction, teachers voiced skepticism about the effectiveness of using standardized test
scores to measure school quality. In the NCTE (2006) study, 78% of literacy educators
stated that test scores alone are not a valid measure for determining whether a school is in
need of improvement. Linn (2000) found that test scores are a better measurement of
students’ socioeconomic background than a measurement of school quality. Many
teachers argued that the factors that contribute to low achievement are beyond the
school’s control. One teacher reported, “it boils down to the same thing….it’s what they
see at home, it’s their values and it’s their beliefs. There really nothing you can
do…because it’s out of our hands (Woody et al., 2007, p. 49).
Of the 100 teachers surveyed in Texas, by Gordon and Reese (1997) one teacher
commented, “It is unfair to use a single instrument like TAAS to compare the
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performance of teachers who are working with students of varying socioeconomic
backgrounds, academic abilities, and motivational levels” (p. 360). Standardized test
scores are fallible indicators of achievement (Palividas, 2001). As cited in Hoff (1999),
Popham asserted, “They have items in there that do a terrible job at measuring school
quality. What is being measured is what kids come to school with, not what they learn”
(p. 12). Teachers believe that test scores should not be the only way to measure schools’
quality and students’ performance. Multiple measures, including passing core curriculum
components, performance based assessments, and portfolios illustrate what students can
do and are more in align with the balance between assessments of learning and
assessments for learning. Following the same line of argument, one teacher in the
Palividas’ study stated the frustration of using test scores as a measurement of school
quality,
I would like to find out who wrote those standards and I’d like to force them to
come to my school and sit in with my kids every day for a month. They’d change
those standards, and they’d see I’m a great teacher and my kids work hard. (p.
56)
However, despite the negative views teachers may hold regarding state testing
programs, many teachers hold favorable views, in that, teachers can still have a sense of
autonomy and control in making decisions regarding effective classroom instruction, in
light of state tests. Many teachers believe that accountability brings direction and focus
to a classroom curriculum. Yarbrough (1999) summarized one teachers’ belief that
“everybody is working toward the same page and we don’t have people that are not there
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doing their job” (p. 201). Another teacher reported how accountability standards provide
a sense of clarity:
You look and you think, “Alright, here is my timeline and this is what I need to
teach, and I want to get them to a certain point,” So as a teacher, it makes me look
at myself, and every June, I reflect back on the year, what went right, what didn’t,
and how I can change it. Because I think as educators, we can always change
what we’re doing and we can always improve on things. (Woody et al., 2007, p.
19)
A fifth grade teacher in a study by Fisher and Frey (2007) stated that frameworks
provide teachers with a vision: “It’s about purpose. I understand my purpose more than I
ever have before. I also know that my students know the purpose for everything we do.
My purpose is clear, and I share that purpose with my students” (p. 40). The peer coach
added,
It’s like our teachers have internalized an instructional framework. They don’t
just get up there and do strategies. They know why they are doing something and
how it fits into their overall goals for instruction. They understand what their
students know and don’t know and how to close the gap. (p. 40)
Furthermore, teachers are more accepting of accountability reforms when they
feel they have played a role in the development of an appropriate curriculum to raise
standards for all students. Teachers were encouraged to work together as a team to
reinforce each other in ways that bring student achievement to the center of classroom
discussion. The following teacher’s comment highlights the power of accountability to
support the maintenance of high-quality teaching, “We’ve worked together well before,
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but I think across grades we are working as a team” (Yarbrough, 1999; p. 201). A
veteran middle school principal in a study by Yeh (2006) discussed the positive influence
that has emerged from the effects of standards-based instruction in the following remark:
I would say that it [standards] is very positive…before we had the TAAS test in
our state; teachers had complete freedom in what they could teach. That was nice
as a professional educator, but it was bad from a student’s standpoint. I didn’t
like teaching fractions so my kids graduated from the fifth grade without learning
fractions because I didn’t like to teach them. So what I think the TAAS has done
is made us more purposeful about what we teach. Teachers are more aware of
what we have to teach and the standard to which we’re expecting our kids to
master our curriculum, so it has had a very positive impact on everyday practices
in our school. (p. 100)
Many teachers believe that concerns raised such as using uniform standards to
measure students’ progress is inappropriate and it unrealistic to think that a one size fits
all federal law will work for all schools and districts; proponents value an accountability
system because it enables teachers to devise appropriate instructional strategies, align
curriculum with state standards, and allow teachers to focus on individual students and
their abilities.

Impact of High-Stakes Testing on Teachers
Much of the research on accountability has explored the possible harmful effects
many teachers have encountered since the implementation of high-stakes testing
programs. Teachers across the nation confirmed a belief that every child can learn and
every child differs in the way he or she processes information (Metlife, 2001), but with
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the pressure to improve test scores teachers have reported a disproportionate amount of
pressure as a result of accountability mandates. One source of pressure reported by
teachers is the public reporting of test scores (Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Jones et
al., 1999; Snow-Gerono & Franklin, 2006; Woody et al., 2007). Of the teachers
surveyed, 95% indicated that the greatest tension associated with testing is the result of
media coverage. They believe that coverage of state-mandated testing has been unfair to
teachers and does not do a good job in explaining the complexity of teaching (SnowGerono & Franklin, 2006). One teacher describes the dilemma:
You know there’s just a lot more pressure. We’re published in the paper. I mean,
everything is a mark on what you look like and it’s never the children, it’s never
the parents, it’s what are you doing. It’s your (the teacher’s) fault. Your school
isn’t scoring, you’re school it’s doing well. What is your problem? (Woody et al.,
2007, p. 33)
Another teacher commented on how the publication of test scores has lowered
teachers’ motivation, “I think it makes teachers feel bad because no matter what we do, it
is just not good enough. And to be judged on test scores are very frustrating. It almost
makes one want to not do this anymore” (Woody et al., 2007, p. 33).
The dilemma is clear. The pressure of using test scores to measure teaching
practices has resulted in teachers feeling that the teaching profession has been reduced to
a set of test scores. Teachers believe that accountability mandates neglect teaching,
curriculum, parent involvement, leadership decisions, and other factors that influence
student achievement. One teacher commented,
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All that work, all that progress, all that love and this is what people think I am.
What about the parent meetings? What about the hours before and after school?
What about Lamar who was developmentally delayed and with some extra time,
finished the entire test and beamed with pride as he put down his pencil,
exhausted, after four hours. (Reeves, 2004, p. 38)
As the pressure to improve test scores grew, teachers reported experiencing a lack
of job satisfaction. One teacher expressed dissatisfaction with new test and testing
requirements:
After 13 years, I still love my job. But in the last few years, it doesn’t seem as
enjoyable. I have a growing concern about the long term effects of all this
standardized testing. I am afraid we are taking the joy and wonder out of
education. I feel we are so concerned about raising score that we focus more on
rote memorization and test strategies than hands-on learning. (Snow-Gerono &
Franklin, 2006, p. 23)
Studies by Pedulla et al., (2003), Snow-Gerono and Franklin (2006) and Taylor et al.,
(2002) found that teachers are leaving the profession because of the persistent focus
accountability has placed on test preparation activities. One teacher expressed how the
stress of accountability “has increased to the point where teachers will be leaving the
profession” (Taylor et al., 2002, p. 49). The frustration and pressure has caused some
teachers to flee tested subject areas without dropping out of the teaching profession
altogether. One teacher stated, “The CSAP caused me to leave the classroom, my
students always did well on ITBS tests, but when there was too much pressure and more
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stress on how we would do as a school, I decided to teach art and leave the classroom”
(Taylor et al., 2002, p. 26).

Disempowerment of Teachers
Many teachers have reported that the impact of state testing has taken away their
freedom to design and manage classroom curriculum (Sizer, 2004). Various authors
(Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Haney, 2000; McNeil, 2000; Perreault, 2000)
maintain that many teachers feel they have lost the creativity to develop a fun curriculum
for students to learn because many schools and districts are using commercial test
preparation material to prepare students for end-of-year testing.
McNeil (2000) found that commercially prepared test preparation materials have
left little time for teachers to implement authentic activities. In one research study
(Perreault, 2000), one teacher described teaching as a cookbook strategy: “It is very much
a cookbook kind of approach, do this, do that, get those skills ingrained so kids will score
better. It doesn’t seem to have much to do with what kids need” (p. 708). When they
have to adhere to a prescribed curriculum, teachers reported a decrease in their ability to
rely on professional judgment. Barksdale-Ladd and Thomas (2000) drew similar
conclusions in that with the emphasis on standards-based reforms, teachers no longer
played an active role in the classroom. Teachers feel caught between their belief in best
practices and their need to demonstrate what students know and can do. Haney (2000)
found that some of the frustration teachers experience is from the results of teachers
losing their ability to be the decision-maker in the classroom. One teacher commented,
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It’s almost to the point where a teacher’s scripted as to exactly what they’re
supposed to say and teach, what page you’re supposed to be on, a certain stage of
the book, and what book you can use. (p. 34)
Many teachers believe that the classroom curriculum was a prescription that
someone else has prescribed. One teacher in a study by Yarbrough (1999), commented
on test preparation material used to prepare students for the end-of-year test, “I have
absolutely no say-so….things were brought and handed to me and to every other teacher
in third, fourth, and fifth grade” (p. 118). Another teacher stated, “I feel like I have less.
I feel more than ever tied to the standard course of study” (p. 118). Similarly, in a study,
by James (2003) a teacher expressed an opinion of feeling disempowered to make
instructional decisions:
Personally, as a teacher, I feel like I am a worse teacher when I have to worry
about what other (outside of my classroom and school) want me to do to satisfy
some outside criteria. I know my kids best and I would like to have the freedom
to do what I feel is most beneficial for this learning. I don’t like to be told what to
do by people I don’t know and who don’t know my kids. (p. 40)
Many teachers feel that high-stakes testing takes the art out of teaching. A study
by Jones et al. (1999) revealed that accountability-based instruction had taken the
creativity out of a curriculum that was once fun to teach. According to teachers, the joy
teachers once held for teaching had disappeared. Teachers reported focusing more on
what raises test scores than implementing instructional strategies aimed at addressing
individual student needs. This sentiment has also been echoed by other teachers. As one
noted, “At my school, creativity is blown out the window” (Gordon & Reese, 1997, p.
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354). Costigan (2002) quoted a teacher as saying; “I just don’t feel like I can exercise
any creativity that I might want to implement in my teaching” (p. 31). In addition,
teachers reported that the exclusion of the creative component of the curriculum takes
away some students’ success in the classroom. According to Public Agenda (2002), 79%
of teachers feel teaching to the test limits the instruction of the whole child as well as
teachers’ creativity. Testing has clearly become the primary focal point of daily
classroom practice (Costigan, 2002). A study by Sandholtz et al., (2004) reported that
one teacher explained how standards-based curriculum effects teachers’ creativity in the
classroom.
We would like to do these things where students could really get an in-depth
concepts of what a fraction is or whatever (the topic) is, but we feel so pressured
by the amount of stuff that we have to teach, and these standards-based tests are
kind of a pressure. And it is limiting your creativity in that way, because you
would like to expand and take a couple of days on a concept and make sure the
students really understand. (p. 1190)
James (2003) found that 79% of teachers’ surveyed reported NCLB mandates
take the creativity and fun out of the teaching and learning process. One teacher
commented, “Teaching is not as rewarding now. Learning is narrow, test score oriented,
Where is the joy?” (p. 40). Another teacher observed, “I have become a better test
teaching teacher” (p. 40). A third teacher remarked, “Teaching and learning have
become tedious, not fun and interesting” (p. 40). Findings suggest that the joy, fun, and
creativity that teachers once enjoyed, had disappeared as a result of being required to
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teach in more standardized ways. Many teachers also voiced concerns regarding their
inability to pursue students’ interests in the classroom. One teacher responded,
I feel like I have less opportunity to be creative. It’s really hard to find something
kids like, and it’s hard to take it and run with it. Because you have to be on a
certain page or you have to be in a certain story. (Woody et al., 2007, p. 31)
Given the critical role state testing plays with classroom instruction, teachers are
instructed how to perform and in which way they should perform. Costigan (2002)
quoted one teacher and principal interaction. The principal said, “We spent a lot of
money on you [the teacher], getting these packets to you and giving you review sheets
because the school has to spend the money on the review” (p. 29). To the teachers, it is
as if the district is saying, “You do what you have to do to get these kids to pass the test;
we pay for the test” (p. 29). One teacher said, “I certainly don’t want to jeopardize my
job, so I feel like I have to do what I’m told” (p. 29). Shen (1997) maintained that
teachers feel helpless, powerless, and inadequate in the face of state-mandated testing
because teachers have no control over classroom curriculum and the role of the teachers
has been substantially reduced to becoming a proctor who administers scripted lessons
and practice tests. This review of literature suggested that accountability has caused a
reduction in teachers’ discretions over classroom decisions and as a result teachers feel as
if they have compromised their professional judgment in the classroom.
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Curriculum
Teaching to the Test
It is clear from research that the pressure to improve students’ performance has
resulted in many teachers feeling compelled to adjust instructional practices to emphasize
content and skills most likely to appear on state tests (Kohn, 2003; Madaus, 1988;
McNeil, 2000; Perreault, 2000; Shepard, 2000). In an in-depth study documenting
teaching practices in a high-stakes testing context, Barksdale-Ladd and Thomas (2000)
found that due to the pressure to improve test scores teachers were encouraged to adapt
their instructional practices to meet the demands of high-stakes tests. One teacher
commented,
We are encouraged to teach-to-the-tests. I would say that out of the entire school
year, I spend anywhere from 2-3 months a year on teaching to the test. My
principal said, when you make each lesson plan ask yourself if what you are
planning is going to help students on one of these test. If it isn’t going to help on
the tests, don’t do it. (p. 390)
Costigan (2002) analyzed six first-year elementary teachers and found that
teachers feel limited in their instructional methodology due to the growing pressures of
high-stakes testing. One teacher remarked:
I’m a little frustrated, because all I feel I do is teach for a test. The kids hate it. I
hate it. You try to make it fun as you can, but I’m just mandated to teach
specifically for the test, and it’s a little frustrating – for everyone. (p. 31)
Of the teachers surveyed in North Carolina by Yarbrough (1999), 59% indicated
that problem solving strategies and higher order skills suffer at the expense of test related
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content. Similarly, Jones and Johnston (2002) found that 74% of teachers made changes
in writing curriculum to fit the content of state test, 52% reported changes in instructional
methodology in mathematics to give attention to mathematics concepts, and 48%
reported changes in instructional methodology in reading to focus on word vocabulary.
Gordon and Reese (1997) found similar findings in the survey of 100 Texas teachers
from a cross section of public schools. Eighty-five percent of the teachers reported that
standardized testing has lead teachers to concentrate on discrete facts and mathematics
computation skills. Of the literacy educators surveyed by the NCTE (2006) study, 67%
believed that the current state testing program influenced teachers to teach to the test and
75% of the same participants were not in favor of teachers teaching to the test to improve
test scores.
A classic example of teaching to the test comes from a case study in which
Passman (2001) studied the impact of high-stakes assessment policies on the pedagogy of
a large mid-western urban school district where a university consultant observed a fifthgrade classroom and documented the teachers engaging in purposeful change in
instructional strategies and classroom structure. As a result both the researcher and the
teacher were pleased with students’ participation. The teacher’s role changed from being
teacher- centered to that of a coach in which the responsibilities for learning were on the
students. However, during a staff development the principal encouraged teachers to
concentrate specifically on teaching skills relevant to state standards. Soon after the
meeting, the teacher’s classroom was rearranged to rows and aisles. When the researcher
asked why the teacher changed the classroom from student-centered to teacher-centered,
the teacher remarked, “You were there when the principal told us to teach to the test.
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That’s what I am doing, teaching to the test” (p. 209). Passman found because teachers
are faced with the pressure of high-stakes assessment, many classroom teachers were
encouraged to teach to the test, a more teacher-led instruction. Kohn (2003) maintained
that although teachers know that students learn through different instructional methods,
because of the focus on test preparation, teachers utilize a direct one-size-fits-all
instructional approach that focuses on content skills relevant to preparing students for
state testing.
Teachers claimed that teaching to the test can raise the academic expectations of
students by specifying knowledge and skills that are essential for students to learn in a
particular subject. Everson, as cited in Bushweller (1997) stated “teaching to the test is
the right thing to do as long as the test is measuring what you are supposed to learn” (p.
22). A study in New Jersey (Firestone et al., 2001) found positive changes in their
teaching methods as a result of teaching to the test. Teachers were able to use the
frameworks as a guide to address standards for both basic and higher-order skills by
engaging students in intellectual activities such as doing interdisciplinary projects.
Similarly, with instruction focused on state content, teachers in Washington State
implemented activities so that students would have the opportunity to apply and connect
what they have learned by using strategies that focus on improving skills instead of
strategies that narrowly focused on preparing students for the assessment (Stecher,
Barron, Chun, & Ross, 2000). Following the same line of argument, Kober (2002)
viewed teaching to the test as an example of good teaching. When standards and tests are
aligned, teaching to the test can be a sound methodology. The author further stated that
when the curriculum, standards, and assessments are aligned, test scores accurately
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reflect student achievement. In other words, teaching toward state tests may bridge the
gap between theory and practice.
While opponents raised concerns that teaching to the test takes class time away
from meaningful authentic learning activities, proponents argued that standards are
beneficial for guiding the classroom curriculum and improving students’ performance.
However, concerns continue to be raised that teaching to the test takes away from
meaningful instruction and reduce the depth of instruction in specific subject areas.

Impact of Testing on Non-Tested Subjects
A multitude of classroom observations, surveys, and interviews have provided
evidence that several subject areas such as science, social studies and art have been
eliminated from the classroom curriculum to make room for tested subject areas such as
reading, language arts, and mathematics. Many teachers believe that mandated
curriculum pushes teachers to focus on tested subjects at the expense of other content
areas. Across grade levels in Virginia, Arizona, Kentucky, North Carolina, and
Washington, teachers reported feeling pressured to cover content relevant to state testing
and eliminate non-tested subject area content. More than 80% of the 722 Virginia
teachers surveyed indicated that as a result of the Standards of Learning (SOL) test,
teachers placed more emphasis on covering the content of the SOL than non-tested
content (McMillan, Myran, & Workman, 1999). In Kentucky, 87% of teachers surveyed
agreed that the Kentucky Instructional Results Information Systems (KIRIS) have
“caused many teachers to neglect untested content areas” (Koretz et al., 1996, p. 41),
such as mathematics. In the State of Washington and North Carolina, teachers’ views
confirmed this trend (Jones et al., 1999). Stecher et al., (2000) found that elementary
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teachers devoted more instructional time to tested subject area content than non-tested
content. Hoffman et al., (2001) found that 85% of teachers surveyed in Texas reported
that testing has lead to the de-emphasizing of content not related to the test. A study
conducted by U.S. Department of Education found that 52% of schools nationwide
reported teaching tested subjects to improve test scores (Stullich, Eisner, McCram, &
Roney, 2006).
Many classroom teachers reported that they spend very little time teaching nontested subjects. Yarbrough (1999) found when teachers focus on tested subject areas it
limits the content to reading and mathematics. As one elementary teacher explained,
“there is little time for anything else, music, art, social studies are important to the
students’ growth but end-of-year tests focus on mathematics and reading” (p. 112). A
teacher in another study added, “We all feel stressed and try to rush to cover all the
material that might be on the test…our curriculum is a mile wide and an inch deep”
(James, 2003, p. 39). One teacher commented, “We work under a sense of impending
doom. My junior students will leave me not having had time to dive into Mark Twain
because they had to drown in a variety of test prep activities” (NCTE, 2006, p. 6).
McGuire (2007) stated, “NCLB has exacerbated a trend of diminishing attention to social
studies education by intensifying pressure on schools to raise test scores in literacy and
mathematics” (p. 621).
Many teachers feel they do not have enough time in the classroom to teach all
content areas. For example, teachers in North Carolina reported that non-tested curricular
areas receive the least amount of instructional time (Jones et al., 1999), social studies
received 102 minutes each week, science was taught for 99 minutes, and music and
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health were taught for only 44 minutes each week. Testing reduced the time available for
other instruction. One teacher stated,
There’s no time for that; too many facts that we have to teach. There is this
objective; you can’t have both. If you’re going to test facts, then you have to
teach facts. If you want students to go out of high school and into college being
able to relate facts to large concepts, then you have to allow time to teach it. (p.
112)
In a case study conducted from fall 2006 through January 2007, the Center on
Education Policy (2006), found that elementary teachers spent on an average of 503
minutes per week on language arts as compared to 178 minutes on social studies. Results
further indicated that in public schools in Boston teachers are required to spend a total of
120 to 150 minutes in reading and language arts instruction. Similar findings were found
in a school district in New Mexico.
Barksdale-Ladd and Thomas (2000) surveyed teachers and captured a teacher’s
response on the essence of what teachers had given up as a result of accountability
standards:
Our district has told us to focus on reading, writing, and mathematics. I don’t
teach science and social studies nearly as often and not purely as science and
social studies. In the past I had hatched out baby chicks in the classroom as part
of the science unit. I don’t have time to do that. I have dissected body parts and I
don’t have time to do that. We don’t have as many field trips. We don’t do
community outreach like we used to do, like visiting the nursing home or cleaning
up the park. Well, we don’t have time for that anymore. (p. 55)
46

Pressure to keep up with the pace has also led teachers to focus primarily on
language arts and mathematics at the expense of other subjects.
Impossibility is scheduled and you try to figure it out. How do you do 15 minutes
of English? A minimum of one hour of math a day. Plus the music, the arts, the
social studies, the science? I challenge anyone in the district to show where that
could be possible with a scripted program that doesn’t overlap. I used to do
interdisciplinary things, but you can’t do that with scripted programs. (Woody et
al., 2007, p. 35)
The fact that language arts and mathematics were the only tested subjects sent a
message to teachers about which subjects should be emphasized in the classroom. For
example, Yarbrough (1999) found teachers spent more time on reading and math, 382
and 296 minutes respectively, than on social studies, art, and physical education. One
teacher commented on the effects of not spending an adequate amount of classroom
instructional time in non-tested subject areas, “I feel that their (student) knowledge of
American history is weaker now than it was when I first started” (p. 110). Another
teacher commented, “One teacher at our school had scores so low, she took all of her
social studies time and put it into language arts time. I know social studies is not being
taught and it’s killing me” (p. 111). High-stakes testing influences teachers to focus more
on content specific to the test.
Change in any domain is difficult but the mandates that teachers are expected to
implement cause teachers to neglect subject areas or items that have nothing to do with
standards. In describing the change in the curriculum, one teacher puts it in plain words:
“the standards are it; and if it doesn’t fit the standards, then toss it, because we have to
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stick to the standards” (Sandholtz et al., 2004, p. 1188). Another teacher commented:
“We go by standards. We are being told that your students have to meet these standards;
they have to. So things that have nothing to do with standards, we get rid of social
studies and science” (p. 1188). In another study, a teacher stated: “Our district has told
us to focus on reading, writing, and mathematics. Therefore, science and social studies,
unless I can teach them in reading, writing, or mathematics format then they don’t get
taught” (Taylor et al., 2002, p. 46). Hoffman et al., (2001) found considerable
curriculum displacement due to TAAS. Eighty-five percent of teachers replied “if it’s not
being tested, it’s not being taught” (p. 489). These findings are consistent with the
findings of NCTE (2006) that teachers shift instructional emphasis to address tested
topics at the expense of untested topics. This same view was confirmed in Phi Delta
Kappan (PDK) Poll (Rose & Gallup, 2003), where 78% of all participants indicated that
the results of NCLB emphasized tested content in the classroom. One mentor teacher
shared the worries of allowing more time to focus on tested content:
I am saddened at how driving hard for test results has caused other activities such
as art, to virtually disappear. I rarely have time to discuss the Weekly Reader or
current events. I have cut way back on reading aloud to my class. Social studies
and science have been lowered in priority. (Snow-Gereno & Franklin, 2006, p.
23)
The bottom line, when instructional time is dedicated to a few tested topics, the
subjects that are not tested get shifted, removed, or reduced. These authors found that
testing causes teachers to increase time spent teaching tested subjects and decrease time
spent teaching non-tested subjects such as art, drama, and social studies.
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Test Preparation Time
While the state tests only occur during one week in the spring, teachers expressed
concern that there is not enough time to teach all standards. Florian (1999) conducted a
study to assess the actual time teachers used to implement standards-based education.
The participants for the study included teachers from Colorado, Wyoming, and North
Dakota. Teachers were asked to estimate the amount of time required to teach standards
at four grade levels as compared to time available for instruction. The results suggest that
an average of 1100 hours of instructional time was needed at each grade level to address
the standards in language arts, civics, mathematics, and science. These findings suggest
that teachers did not have enough time to teach all standards and benchmarks. Florian
concluded that teachers were given less time than needed to teach each standard, and
teachers omitted teaching some standards or benchmarks that they deemed less important
or less appropriate to their grade level on instruction. The author also found that
teachers’ use of available instructional time was inhibited because test-based instruction
took more time than was available.
In addition to not having enough time to teach all standards and benchmarks,
teachers complained of not have enough time to re-teach materials. One teacher
responded,
This year we are so bogged down…it is not good for the kids to have all these
things. You have to teach for three hours and you have to be on a certain story
and you have to teach one math lesson a day. And if your kids don’t get it you are
supposed to move on when you can’t and then you get so behind that they have to
take a test that they are not ready for. (Woody et al., 2007, p. 35)
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These findings suggest that curriculum changes dramatically as a result of state
testing. Teachers spend an excessive amount of time teaching subjects areas and do not
having enough time to cover all objectives. This calls into question the rationale behind
the emphasis teachers place on the knowledge and skills that form the basis for evaluating
students, teachers, and school performance. The aim of this study is to examine the
impact MCT2 has on an elementary and middle school reading and language arts
classroom instruction in Mississippi by documenting teachers’ perceptions about
accountability using qualitative research methods.

Impact on Teaching Practices
Positive Impact
Proponents of NCLB stress the importance of accountability in education. If
schools meet accountability mandate expectations, then schools will be rewarded and if
schools do not meet the requirements set forth by accountability mandates then schools
will be faced with a reduction in funding (Center on Education Policy, 2006; Mississippi
Department of Education, 2006; Understanding the NCLB, 2003). Cizek (2001) stated
policymakers believe that with rewards, sanctions, and assessments, students can learn
better, teachers can teach better, and schools can become more effective.
Various studies (Darling-Hammond, 1997; Gulek, 2003; Luna & Turner, 2001;
Phelps, 2003; Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003) have argued that the standards set forth
by accountability systems reduce disparities among students. The literature further
suggests accountability systems ensure that all students, not just the affluent student in
the suburbs, will receive an equal opportunity to demonstrate their knowledge and skills.
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Systems of accountability provide teachers with the necessary tools for bring the
performance of low performing students up to the level of their peers. Thernstorm and
Thernstrom stated that children “can come from low-income, one-parent families, or
from chaotic neighborhoods, but in the classroom it doesn’t really matter” (p. 36).
Popham (2004) stated accountability can raise academic standards and reform schools by
providing a guideline for teachers to align the curriculum with a set of standards. Phelps
(2003) noted that accountability brings simplicity, direction, and coherence to the
curriculum, and pushes students to learn more than they would have otherwise learned.
Gulek (2003) maintained that the accountability system is an effective means for not only
holding teachers accountable but also for improving student performance. Senge (2000)
stated that accountability systems provide an environment where everyone learns.
Darling-Hammond (1997) maintained that the accountability system makes certain all
schools’ resources and staffing are adequate for learning and teaching. In essence,
accountability is meant to ensure that all students are not short-changed. Schools and
districts must accept nothing less than achievement for all students.

Instructional Practices
Studies by Borko and Elliott (1999), Bridge, Crompton-Hall, and Cantrell (1997),
Firestone et al. (2001), James (2003), Lumley and Yan (2001), and Yeh (2006) reported
evidence that accountability encourages positive instructional changes. The literature
further revealed that not only do standards motivate teachers to expect more from their
student but also teachers are able to implement creative teaching methods which
emphasized lessons that apply to and link to skills tested by the state.
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In a survey of North Carolina elementary teachers, 27% reported using more
classroom activities that encouraged students to think and work independently to prepare
students for end-of-year testing (Jones et al., 1999). Similarly, Firestone et al., (2001)
found that accountability systems encouraged teachers to implement more inquiry-based
activities that included more problem solving activities where students explained their
thought process.
Considerable changes were also noted in two Kentucky mathematics teachers’
teaching methods. They spent more time on conceptual learning activities in which
students were able to verbalize thinking and converse about ideas with peers. One
teacher commented that they had “a much tighter, more comprehensive math program”
(Borko & Elliott, 1999, p. 396). The mathematics curriculum not only consisted of the
teaching of basic facts but also the teaching of conceptual learning activities. Another
teacher stated, “We had to devote a lot of time talking about math and talking about
solving problems and solving problems in different ways” (p. 396). Teachers believed
that the changes in instructional methodology resulted in higher mathematics scores. As
one teacher stated, “We felt it just validated what we had done with our math curriculum”
(p. 396).
Following the same line of argument, Bridge et al., (1997) found positive changes
in the writing curriculum as a result of the Kentucky Education Reform Act (KERA).
Teachers changed from spending an enormous amount of time on activities such as
lecturing, lecture-discussion, and direct instruction to spending more time on activities
that encouraged students to express novel ideas to become the questioner or critic. As
teachers spent more time teaching writing, students spent more time writing. Similarly,
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Lumley and Yan (2001) found in a survey assessing teachers’ perception of the
Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA), statewide writing assessment
teachers reported an improvement in their ability to teach writing as well as an
improvement in students’ writing ability and skills.
Teachers believed that test-based instruction creates a balanced curriculum by
tightening the link between instruction and assessment. One teacher reported, “standards
make teachers more aware of what needs to be taught” (Taylor et al., 2002, p. 20).
Another teacher reported, “Standards-based reform has forced me to not do lessons in
isolation, to always try to cross integrate subject matters. For geography, it is history,
civics, and economics, and geography itself” (p. 20). Of 142 elementary teachers
surveyed in Wyoming, 74% of the 117 teachers who responded to open-ended questions
reported using standards as the framework for an exciting curriculum that focused more
on the application of skills and knowledge rather than on the accumulation of information
(James, 2003). Positive views were also illustrated by the response of a middle school
assistant principal in one Texas school district, “Before we were testing such basic skills,
and now we’re requiring that they [students] know so much more. We are no longer
teaching what we want anymore; we are teaching what needs to be taught and what’s
going to be tested.” (Yeh, 2006, p. 101)
One teacher reflected on how accountability systems have helped teachers
become more reflective about what is going on in the classroom.
One high school principal commented, “We as teachers had to really look at data
that said “Am I successful?” and I am only successful as a teacher based on the
success of the kids in my classroom. Prior to that [judgments were] based on
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subjective criteria. “This kid has a bad home life.” Now we have information that
we get from TAAS data. We really dig deep to understand how well our kids
know the information that we’re teaching them. For the first time teacher are
more reflective about they’re doing. For that reason it’s been positive.” (Yeh,
2006, p. 102)
These examples reveal the positive role accountability systems can play in
improving students’ performance and providing teachers with clearer goals and
expectations. When teachers are provided with clear goals and expectations, the
classroom curriculum may have a more logical progression of ideas that enhance
students’ learning. In an effort to understand the effects state testing has on classroom
instruction, this study will illuminate the benefits and challenges teachers deal with on a
daily basis.

Increase in Instructional Time
Another strong argument in support of accountability systems is that it may
increase time on task (Fisher & Frey, 2007). One teacher noted,
I think we see more instruction because of the frameworks. Teachers have a
much better sense of how to use instructional time and get to it. Students know
what is expected and don’t waste time in transitions, wondering what’s going to
happen, or what they need to do to be successful. (Fisher & Frey, p. 40)
A peer coach added,
Having a framework ensures that instructional moves are purposeful--that lessons
are linked to guided instruction, collaborative learning, and independent learning.
As a result, students spend more time actually engaged in literacy learning. And
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we know that getting students actively engaged changes their performance.
(Fisher & Frey, 2007, p. 40)
The North Carolina Association of Educators (2000) surveyed 22,038 teachers to
assess their curriculum changes since the implementation of accountability system.
Results indicated that 68% reported they give more time to reading, writing, and
mathematics to help student meet standards. Firestone et al. (2001) found that when state
testing emphasizes fractions, measurement, and probability, classroom instruction is
shifted away from computations and increased time spent on fractions and statistics.
Findings of this research suggest that teachers may be influenced to adjust instruction that
is more consistent with the state curriculum in reading, language arts, and mathematics.

Negative Impact
In recent years, concerned citizens, policymakers, and business leaders have
placed demands on public schools to enhance student performance by raising academic
standards. High-stakes testing programs challenge educators to refocus classroom
instruction to ensure every student has access to appropriate learning opportunities
(McNeil, 2000). However, much research argues that the mandates of accountability
leave teachers feeling as though they have lost control in the classroom; teachers assume
they have to neglect important curriculum elements to cover objectives on the state test,
and teachers feel as though they have to use similar instructional methodology to those on
the test (Haney, 2000; Kohn, 2000; McNeil, 2000).
Earlier studies by Herman and Golan (1991), Romberg, Zarinna and Williams
(1989), Shepard and Dougherty (1991), and Smith (1991) found that teachers ignore
inquiry-based activities that are more difficult to assess on standardized testing and focus
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more attention on low level skills such as vocabulary lists and word recognition skills to
improve standardized test scores. Studies within the last ten years (Hochachild and
Scovronick, 2003; Jones et al., 1999; McNeil, 2000; Mitchell, 1997; Paris & Urdan,
2000; Public Agneda, 2002; Rapp, 2002; Sandholtz et al., 2004; Taylor et al., 2002;
Wideen, O’Shea, Pye, & Ivany, 1997) suggest a link between high-stakes testing and
teaching practices. Mitchell (1997) found that teachers spend an enormous amount of
classroom time on drill and practice. One teacher stated, “We try to do hands-on kinds of
things actively involving students, but we realize we have to spend a lot of time on drill
and practice with paper and pencil because of the way the test is formatted” (p. 263). A
principal reported,
The accountability system has an impact on everything we do. To focus on
specific basic skills, you have to drill. We would like to get away from drills and
pounding stuff into kid’s heads; they don’t remember it the next year. But if the
accountability system looks at scores to judge school effectiveness, you can’t take
your eyes off of basic skills. (p. 263)
Teachers believe that state curriculum standards force teachers to choose between
the breadth and depth of classroom curriculum. Teachers move away from using
authentic activities in the classroom to using direct-instruction (Wideen et al., 1997).
Studies by Hochachild and Scovronick (2003) and Paris and Urdan (2000) revealed that
the impact of high-stakes testing has moved the curriculum in a negative direction. Many
standardized tests are constructed of multiple choice questions that assess basic skills
such as grammar, spelling, or mathematic computation. Teachers devote more time to
the teaching of basic skills and less time to creative projects, cooperative learning
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activities, computer use, peer-tutoring, and student-initiated projects. These findings are
similar to McNeil’s (2000) field-based study concerning the effects of high-stakes testing
on classroom practices in the Houston Public magnet schools. McNeil claimed teachers
are forced to restrict classroom activities such as discussion, role playing, research
papers, and multimedia that produce creativity in the classroom to devote more
instructional time to the teaching of basic skills. Taylor et al., (2002) surveyed 1,000
Colorado teachers concerning the Colorado Student Assessment Program (CSAP) and
found that teachers neglected teaching strategies such as project based learning which
requires students to master certain skills to complete projects and focused on discrete
knowledge and skills of tested areas to master state objectives. The authors found that
teaching strategies that encourage creative activities that were used before state-mandated
testing programs were rarely used in the classroom due to the emphasis placed on
standardized testing.
Lipman’s (2004) review of literature in this area documented evidence of how
teachers had to alter the focus of instruction to address state standards by deleting the
cultural aspect of instruction to insert reading and writing activities unrelated to students’
cultural background. Ketter and Pool (2001) examined the impact of writing assessment
in two high schools English classes in Maryland. Through observations and interviews,
the authors concluded that an emphasis on state test preparation minimized the likelihood
of teachers engaging in classroom activities that address the needs of each individual
student. The authors claimed that with writing assessment standards students only learn
how to take a test and how to pass a state writing exam. Test-based accountability can
narrow the writing curriculum and encourages teachers to thrust aside the more intricate
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writing projects that may take days, or even weeks to complete. Effective writing
requires using knowledge and understanding and takes time for reflection and revision.
Following the same line of argument, Lynn (2000) stated that focusing on state test
objectives to prepare students for the writing assessment do not adequately prepare
students for the real world. Similarly, Newkirk (2003) reported that standardized testing
results in decreasing the amount of authentic learning activities in the classroom. This is
reflected in students’ inability to write a multi-page essay and students’ knowledge of
grammatical rules. These findings reflect a narrow view of classroom instruction.

Adapting Teaching Style to Test Format
To reach the goal of all students achieving proficiency by 2014, as established by
NCLB, many schools and districts are aligning curriculum content with test content.
Many teachers assume that not adapting instructional methods to resemble the test format
will result in lower test scores (Kohn, 2000). Popham (2001) found that teachers
organize their instruction around the actual items found on the test or around a set of
look-alike items. Shepard (2000) warned that standardized tests have become the
template for classroom instruction. In another study, one teacher said, “If this is the way
you are testing, then this is the way we are going to teach” (Herman & Dietel, 2005, p.
26). Herman and Dietel concluded that students are at a disadvantage when classroom
instruction does not reflect test formats. Test preparation strategies help students
understand the importance of state tests. Following the same line of argument, a study
conducted by Bergerson, Rosemary, Pete, and Neitzel (2000), revealed that the most
successful schools in Washington State were the schools that had aligned curriculum and
instruction with state assessment. The most widely used instructional strategies consisted
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of “group work, problem solving, and writing. These strategies were implemented
because they supported the standards” (p. 54).

Summary
This review of literature provided an overview of teachers’ perceptions of the
effects of state testing on classroom practices in Mississippi. A substantial amount of
research cited both positive and negative views teachers hold regarding accountability.
Teachers in favor of standards-based accountability contended that accountability raises
standards for all children and ensures that schools are being held accountable for
students’ performance. Conversely, critics argue that test-based accountability systems
are harmful to the classroom curriculum. Many teachers believe that standardized testing
has led to the narrowing of the curriculum. For example, the pressure of high-stakes
testing influences teachers to teach to the test. Teachers reported that state testing
encourages teachers to spend an increased amount of time on tested subjects and a
decreased amount of time on non-tested subjects. Such concerns have been echoed in
studies of teachers experience with accountability (Jones et al., 1999; Stecher et al., 2000;
Taylor et al., 2002).
The literature review further suggests that teachers are under tremendous pressure
to improve students’ performance on state tests. Teachers are spending an enormous
amount of class time on test preparation activities leaving little or no time to focus on
non-tested content. Teachers’ views regarding the impact of state tests suggest that the
anticipated goals of state tests are at odds with the realities of classroom instruction and
can lead to unintended consequences.
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None of the evidence that exists explains how teaching has changed as a result of
accountability in Mississippi. However, there is evidence to suggest that accountability
has had a somewhat negative influence on teaching and learning in low income schools
and districts due to issues associated with poverty, home and cultural environment (Lee,
2002; Kohn, 2001; Rathbun, West, & Germino, 2004; Rothstein, 2004; Woody et al.,
2007). Given what researchers have found in studies about the effects of state testing on
school practices, this qualitative study examines the impact MCT2 has on an elementary
and middle school reading and language arts classroom instruction in Mississippi.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

This study examined the effects state testing has on reading and language arts
classroom instruction as perceived by public school teachers in Mississippi. In order to
conduct this study, qualitative research methods were used for a detailed investigation of
the following research questions: (1) What are reading and language arts teachers’
perceptions of accountability? (2) What are teachers’ perceptions of the influence of
state testing on reading and language arts classroom instruction? (3) How do elementary
and middle school teachers prepare students for end-of-year reading and language arts
state test? This chapter contains the description of research design, the researcher as an
instrument, the researcher’s role, and the data collection procedures, as well as data
analysis and data management procedures.
Various authors (Clandinin, 1992; Creswell, 1998; Hargreaves, 1996; Shore,
2002; Snow-Gerono & Franklin, 2006) have argued not only are teachers the key to
implementing reasonable accountability but are also primary agents who are responsible
for implementing curriculum benchmarks. Creswell (1998) and Clandinin (1992) each
points out that one must first consider the insider’s perspective before one can understand
the actions of teachers. According to Clandinin (1992), a teacher’s voice provides insight
about classroom culture that observers would normally miss. Teachers’ voices are
critical for understanding the phrase that they “attach to their work” (Hargreaves, 1996, p.
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17). Teachers’ perspectives are the key to implementing reasonable accountability
because teachers are the ones who bring together an understanding of assessments
(Shore, 2002). Following the same line of argument, Snow-Gerono and Franklin (2006)
maintained that classroom teachers’ perceptions can help us understand the impact state
testing programs have on the teaching and learning process and the realities of today’s
classroom practices.

Research Design
A qualitative research design using interviews and observations was the basis for
this study. These forms of data collection provided insight into teachers’ reactions to the
influence state testing has on classroom practices. Unlike quantitative research methods
that attempt to gather data by objective methods and remove the researcher from the
investigation, qualitative research design requires the researcher to be present to the
perspectives of the participant in the study (Creswell, 1998; Eisner, 1988; Marshall &
Rossman, 1999).
By using a qualitative research design method, “the researcher builds a complex,
holistic picture, analyzes words, reports detailed views of informants, and conducts the
study in a natural setting” (Creswell, 1998, p. 15). According to Eisner (1988), a
qualitative approach allows the researcher to enter into a real-world setting where the
data collection process gives the researcher rich details of the topic being studied.
Marshall and Rossman (1999) say that teachers’ voices are powerful instruments in
educational research. Following the same line of argument, Miles and Huberman (1994)
state that qualitative research allows the researcher to follow the flow of events as they
occur in this study overtime
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Qualitative research methods, therefore, were an effective approach for answering
the research questions sought in this study for the following reasons: First, data
collection provided me with an opportunity to connect more profoundly with the
teachers’ real-life experiences in the classroom as advocated by Yin (2003). With
interviews and classroom observations, I could more directly interpret the teachers’
perspectives of how state testing impacts classroom instruction. Second, data collection
offered an opportunity for me to enter into social and cultural settings where learning
involved many contextual variables such as teachers’ attitudes, student input, one-on-one
instruction, and technology as indicated by Miles and Huberman (1994). Through
interviews and observations, I collected detailed data that “reveal complexity…within a
real context” (p. 10). Additionally, data collection supplied an opportunity to connect
with teachers at a local level to gain a detailed view of teachers’ perceptions about how
state testing affected instructional practices as discussed by Creswell (1998).

Researcher as an Instrument
The researcher as the primary instrument for data collection was an important part
of qualitative research. Rossman and Rallis (1998) describe the researcher as an
instrument:
Historically, qualitative researchers have tried to be as objective as possible in
studying the lives of people, just like their quantitative counterparts. As the field
evolves, however, it is becoming clear that the researcher is critically important in
conducting the study. From early curiosity all the way to writing the final report,
the researcher’s personal biography is the lens through which (she) sees the
world. (p. 8-9)
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Geertz (as cited in Walsh, Tobin, & Graue, 1993) explains how caution must be
taken while conducting qualitative research:
We cannot live other people’s lives. We can but listen to what…they say about
their lives….Whatever sense we have of how things stand with someone else’s
inner life, we gain through their expression, not through some magical intrusion
into their consciousness. It’s all a matter of scratching surfaces. (p. 471)

Researcher’s Role/Controlling for Bias
According to Merriam (1998), a qualitative researcher must have the following
skills: the ability to interpret information that is vague, fragmented, inconsistent, or
contradictory; the ability to display good communication skills; and the ability to be
sensitive to human subjects. Merriam further states that a good qualitative researcher
“looks and listens everywhere” (p. 23).
As a teacher with a master’s degree in school counseling, I brought to this
research study the skills to interpret information that had unclear meanings. As a
practiced listener, I have been trained to listen for verb choice, to watch eye movements,
and to attend to tones in a conversation. I have had practice with facial expressions such
as not looking shocked, disgusted or judgmental while listening to thoughts shared by
individuals. As an educator, I have also observed students’ behavior and interviewed
students during conflicts. As an observer and interviewer, I have tried to create an
environment where students feel comfortable, secure, at ease enough to speak openly
about their point of view, and flexible in my approach with students as they explain their
views of the conflicts. In addition to observing and interviewing students, I have also
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faced facilitating teachers as they prepared both general education students and students
with disabilities to meet state testing requirements.
Several possible biased opinions may influence this study. One possible
disposition is my interest and experience as an educator. No only has my educational and
professional experience familiarized me with the issues that teachers encounter while
implementing curriculum strategies but also my ability to put up with ambiguity and to be
susceptible to the needs of teachers has been enhanced by years of training. Another
inclination is as a doctoral student and a professional educator, the techniques of
collecting data, interviewing, and conducting observations are areas in which I have had
professional guidance. These techniques are essential to conducting qualitative research
(Merriam, 2002). One more possible bias is my belief about NCLB. As an educator, I
hold the NCLB in high regard but having all students reach grade level proficiency by
2014 may be a little bit rigorous when taking into consideration schools and districts that
are located in high-poverty areas and have high populations of students with disabilities.
Because I am an educator, I do take into consideration the emotional state
involved within the intimate relationship created between the researcher and teachers in
this study; however, I made every attempt to report the findings of this study in a nonjudgmental matter. I also made concerted efforts not to be biased in the way I pose
questions so I would not lead teachers in the direction of preferential answers favored by
me (Miles & Huberman, 2002).
Data Collection Procedures
The data collection phase of this study required multiple steps. First, I selected a
school district based on the following criteria: a level 3 school that met or exceeded
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expected academic improvement as determined by the performance based accreditation
system in Mississippi. Merriam (1998) states that “if your interest is in programs that are
successful…..you would establish criteria for what constitutes a successful program and
select a program that meets those criteria” (p. 65). The purpose of selecting a level 3
school was to select a school district that was meeting growth expectations. This means
that a level 3 school is a school in which many of the students are proficient at grade level
and is meeting annual growth expectation in student achievement. The performance
classification of schools in Mississippi ranging below a level 3 school is identified as a
school who has failed to meet its growth expectations (Mississippi Accountability
System, 2005). With this challenge in mind a school with level 3 performance
classification was selected to shed light on what teachers are doing in the classroom to
meet the demands put on schools and districts across the state by NCLB.
After I selected a school district meeting my criteria, I contacted the
superintendent by a cover letter requesting permission to interview teachers and conduct
classroom observations. Once the superintendent granted permission to conduct the
study, I met with the building principal to describe the data collection procedures, to
request the teachers’ participation in interviews and classroom observations, and to
answer any questions the principal might have had. I included informed consent forms
with spaces for the teachers’ signatures indicating their willingness to participate in the
study. Participation was strictly voluntary and teachers could drop out at any time.
After receiving the signed consent forms, the purposeful sampling method was
used to select five teachers to participate in the study who had experience with preparing
for or administering an end-of-year testing program. This small sample size allowed me
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to obtain rich, in-depth descriptive data for discovery and learning as suggested by
Creswell (1998). Merriam (1998) stated that there is no right answer to the number of
participants to make a sample and “findings from even a small sample of great diversity”
(p. 63) can generate important patterns across a case.

Interviews
The research questions in this study required data collection that allowed the
examination of teachers’ perceptions of accountability and the influence of state testing
on the classroom curriculum. Appendix G contains an interview guide that I used during
the teachers’ initial structured interviews. LeCompte and Preissle (1993) state that using
preexisting classification themes might result in a misrepresentation of data. Even
though I used the interview guide to maintain a consistent line of conversation throughout
the interviews, the design interview guide itself did not restrict the responses of the
teachers. The interview guide was a flexible document which allowed me to modify
questions for the interviews as well as gain an understanding from teachers about the
research questions (Glesne, 1999). I took great precaution not to predetermine answers
through the questions asked in the interview guide.
Many authors (Creswell, 1998; Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2003) suggested that if the
researcher wants to gather information regarding a person’s feelings on a topic, then the
most favorable way of accomplishing this is through interviews. Merriam (1998) stated
that interviews allow the researcher the opportunity to get to the core of what is in a
person’s mind. Yin (2003) stated that interviews are the most favorable source for
gathering multiple realities in qualitative research. Creswell (1998) maintains that
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interviews are an excellent method for gathering information about events and actions not
found in classroom observations.
Devising varied questions for two different interviews enabled me to collect the
appropriate data. The questions for the first interview consisted of structured open-ended
questions developed around research questions as suggested by Neuman (2000) (see
Appendix G). According to Merriam (1998), open-ended questions help the researcher
adapt to situations as they unfold and respond to new ideas at hand. Merriam further
asserts that open-ended questions also put participants at ease to express their feelings
and opinions.
During the first interview, which lasted approximately 75 minutes, I sought
answers to questions such as: (a) the effect MCT2 is having on classroom instruction; (b)
actual changes, if any, in teachers’ instructional practices due to high-stakes mandated
testing; (c) teachers’ interpretation of new policy in the context of their knowledge and
beliefs; and (d) teaching circumstances along with teachers’ understanding of MCT2 and
how these perceptions are carried out in the classroom.
Each interview session conducted in person began with a review of the purpose of
the study, the assurance of confidentiality as outlined in the signed consent form, and the
collection of background information including the number of years taught and grade
level taught (see Table 1). Teachers chosen for the study determined the interview time
and location. For example, teachers could be interviewed during their planning period or
after school hours. Providing teachers with a copy of the interview questions before the
interview allowed them time to gather their thoughts, feelings, and opinions. For
comparable results among teachers, I asked each teacher his or her opinions, thoughts,
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and attitudes on the same set of topics relating to curriculum instruction, and assessment.
The final question asked of teachers was there any information that they would like to
share that was not covered in the structured questions.
During the second interview, I informally interviewed teachers about the activities
observed and other aspects of classroom life related to assessment. The interview took
the form of a conversation lasting for approximately 30 minutes. The data collection
summary for teachers’ interviews is outlined in the Appendix. (see Appendix H).

Observations
I conducted classroom observations at the school selected to investigate the
connection between the accountability framework and classroom practices. According to
Patton (1990), observations lead to a deeper understanding of data than interviews alone
because observations provide knowledge of the context in which events occurred. As an
outside observer, I was able to notice interactions and behaviors that had become routine
to the teachers as indicated by Merriam (1998).
To help organize classroom observations, I developed an observation guide as
determined by the research literature in Chapter 2 (Appendix I). Maxwell (1996) stated
that “observations often enable you to draw inferences about someone’s meaning and
perspective that you couldn’t obtain by relying exclusively on interview data” (p. 76).
Having an observation guide served as a focus for each classroom visit and helped to
organize the data.
In this study, I observed each teacher in a real-world classroom setting. The
observations lasted for approximately half day duration per teacher. The classroom
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observations took place during spring of 2008 and I took condensed as well as expanded
field notes with the aid of a tape recorder. To gain a better understanding of instructional
practices as it related to MCT2, visits to each classroom focused on what was taught, the
methods by which it was taught, and any activities for assessment or evaluation. At the
end of each observation, the data was categorized by each research question and themes
the teachers addressed.

Transcripts
To ensure accurate interpretation analysis, I audio-taped and transcribed each
interview. Many authors (Glesne, 1999; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 1990) believe that tape
recording interview data is indispensable for any qualitative researcher. According to
Merriam (1998), tape-recording the interview is the most common way to record
interview data. Glesne (1999) stated that the transcript of a recorded interview is a
complete record of the participant’s words. Following the same line of argument, Patton
(1990) stated that audio recording captures data more faithfully than written notes
Stake (1995) recommends providing transcripts to participants for review. To
ensure that I have not misrepresented teachers’ meanings or ideas, after each interview I
emailed an interview transcription summary to each teacher to check for clarification. I
transcribed all interviews. Because I was the person transcribing, I had an opportunity to
reflect on the consultations and improve my interview skills after each interview (Glesne,
1999).
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Data Analysis Procedures
Schumacher and McMillan (1993) state that data analysis for qualitative research
involves categorizing, comparing, and interpreting data to provide an explanation of the
topic being studied. The data analysis in this study involved using qualitative procedures,
such as interviews and observations with teachers to bring out key information about the
impact MCT2 has on elementary and middle school teachers reading and language arts
classroom instruction in Mississippi.

Coding and Analysis of Data
I began the data analysis process in this study by making several copies of
transcribed interviews and observations data and field notes. Field notes were taken with
each interview and with each observation. These notes were a reflection of each
observation and interview and consisted of possible themes or categories. Morehouse
and Maykut (1994) stated “...qualitative researcher’s field notes contain what has been
said and heard by the researcher, without interpretation” ( p. 73). Field notes about the
specifics of what took place during interviews and observations were documented
without biased opinions or judgment. Transcribed data from interviews and observations
were examined numerous times to make sure that significant categories were not
overshadowed by the overlapping of findings (Merriam, 2002).
After data was photocopied, I began the coding process. According to Merriam
(1998) “coding is nothing more than assigning some sort of short hand designation to
various aspects of your data so that you can easily retrieve specific pieces of data (p.
164). I read through the data of each teacher separately searching for recurring words,
patterns, or themes that supported categories that emerged from the literature review. I
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also searched for information that could possibly lead to new categories. As themes or
categories became apparent, it was documented in the margin of the transcript.
After the initial coding of data, a second round of coding was completed. Again, I
went through each interview and observation separately. As different themes became
apparent while reading through the information, I looked back over the contexts from
which the quotes came to make certain they really supported particular answers to the
research questions or categories. In order to assure the readers of the validity of the
research, excerpts from the data included numerous direct quotes from teachers to clarify
each category and subcategory that supported each research question.
During the process of reviewing the data for a third time, I made relational
statements in the margins of the transcripts. According to Strauss and Corbin (1998)
relational statements are “initial hunches explaining the what, why, where, and how of
phenomena” (p. 135). The relational statements were helpful with identifying how
categories and subcategories were linked theoretically.
Once I completed the coding of the data, I entered the data onto charts according
to each category and domain (Appendix H and I). These charts created a visual
representation and comparison of interviews and observations of patterns, including
commonalities and distinctiveness across the following three domains: accountability,
perceptions, and test preparation.

Patterns in the Research
After I entered all data onto the charts, I read through the charts searching for a
significant meaning. The search for meaning was accomplished by “first identifying the
smaller units of meaning in the data, which is the basis for defining larger categories of
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meaning” (Morehouse & Maykut, 1994, p. 128). As I carefully read through the data in
detail, I gave particular attention to recurring words, phrases, and topics in the data as
they related to each research question. Identifying key words and phases accentuated
significant experiences that were common among all teachers in this study.
After I reviewed the data for a final time, I entered it into a summary chart
(Appendix J), classified it under each category and domain, and included quotes from
teachers and field notes. I then used charts as the groundwork for writing up the findings
of this study.
Throughout the coding process, I searched for themes that were common among
all teachers regarding the impact MCT2 has on the instruction in the reading and
language arts classroom. After entering data onto a summary chart, to address the
trustworthiness of the information, I reviewed more research to provide a foundation for
the analysis of categories that surfaced from data inspection.

Trustworthiness of Data
Credibility
According to Merriam (2002), one of the most important concerns many
researchers have with qualitative research is the trustworthiness of the data being
reported. Since the researcher is the sole reporter of the data, the responsibility is on the
researcher to make certain that credibility in the study is being maintained. I employed
several strategies throughout this study to ensure readers of the trustworthiness of the
data being reported. One key criterion used was the teacher’s selection process. Those
selected for this study consisted of only teachers who were enthusiastic and eager to
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participate. I gave each teacher opportunities to decline participation in this study and
withdraw from the study at any time. Giving teachers the choice to refuse participation
ensured the data collection process consisted of only teachers who were willing to offer
information without restraint. Also, asking teachers to offer explanations to what was
observed or recorded confirmed any inferences or assumptions that occurred during
interviews and observations (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Teachers’ clarifications played
a significant “role in gaining an in-depth understanding” (Merriam, 1998, p. 137) of the
study as well as increased the communication among the teachers regarding the impact
accountability reforms have on classroom instruction.
Another key criterion in developing credibility of this study was positive
relationship building. This study continued from January 2008 through May 2008.
Throughout this period of time, I sought to establish credibility of the study through
positive relationship-building with administrators, teachers, and students. As a result, I
was able to gain the support needed to collect data and get feedback related to data
analysis.

Internal Validity
According to Merriam (1998) triangulation is “using multiple investigators,
multiple sources of data, or multiple methods to confirm emerging findings” (p. 204). As
the researcher, I used several triangulation techniques to preserve the internal validity of
this study. These techniques offset any limitations I might have had and made the most
of my personal strengths. In terms of controlling for bias, I shared the results of this
study with different individuals as a means to enhance the internal validity of this study.
I spoke with both educators and non-educators regarding findings of this study to
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examine possible biases, misconceptions, or misunderstandings. Using a wide range of
informants as a means of verification helped minimize any personal biases and/or
assumptions I might have had (Yin, 1994). This broad range also allowed me to gain
greater credibility in the eyes of the readers by offering them a better and more stable
view of reality.
According to Maxwell (1996) the single most important variable that can
strengthen the credibility of a study is member check. Maxwell says that member check
is “systematically soliciting feedback about one’s data” (p. 94). Member check served as
the foundation to support the validity of this study. I gave each teacher an opportunity to
read transcripts of dialogues and observations in which they participated, to contribute
other ideas, or to clarify any information regarding interview data and observations
(Maxwell, 1996; Merriam, 2002). I used several quotes to elucidate each category and
subcategory to help readers come to a decision for themselves whether or not they had
the same opinion with the conclusions of this study.

External Validity
Another important provision used to enhance the trustworthiness of data was
maintaining the external validity in this study. The main objective of external validity is
generalizability. Merriam (2002) stated external validity “is concerned with the extent to
which the findings of one study can be applied to other situations” (p. 39). To ensure the
external validity of this study was being maintained, I recorded rich detailed information
about the context in which the study took place. This record will allows future
researchers to have a clear picture of the demographic make-up of the school, the
strategies and practices used in the classrooms, and the methods used to collect data.
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This picture also enables readers to develop a baseline of understanding to compare the
findings of this study with familiar situations.

Reliability
According to Merriam (2002), consistency and dependability are key elements to
maintaining the reliability in qualitative studies. In addressing the reliability of this
study, I analyzed rich and detailed descriptions of interviews and observations by
creating charts and by looking for consistent data analysis. To enhance the dependability
of the data collection in this study, I audio-taped, transcribed and audited the interviews
with each teacher.
Data Management
Because Miles and Huberman (1994) suggested “How data are stored and
retrieved is the heart of data management” (p. 35), I audio-taped the interviews and then
transcribed them for storage in both paper and disk versions. A safe location secured all
print and digital data recorded on a jump drive. To protect the identity of teachers, I
identified each teacher’s quotes by a pseudonym when reporting the results. I also
maintained the confidentiality of the school by using a pseudonym.

School
This research study took place in a small public school district in Northeast
Mississippi. This school included grades kindergarten through eighth grade serving just
over 600 students. School programs included general education, special education, and
gifted and talented programs. The student population consisted of about 97% Caucasian,
2% African American, and 1% Hispanic. The average daily attendance for the school
76

was about 97% and about 46% of the students were eligible to receive free or reduced
lunches. The students with special education ruling consisted of 9% and the percentage
of students considered gifted/academically talented was about 10%. The school was
designated a level 3 school based on its 2006-2007 end-of-year test performance. Of the
teachers employed at the selected school, about 25% had advanced degrees.

Teachers
All five participating teachers in this study had two or more years of experience
and had experience with administrating and preparing students for state tests (see Table
1). Including teachers with this range of experience not only allowed me to gain different
perspectives (as suggested by Creswell, 1998) about teachers’ reactions to state testing
but also allowed the researcher to “sample from which the most can be learned”
(Merriam, 2002, p. 12).
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Table 1
Teachers’ Background Information
Teachers Grade level
taught
7th
Lena

Years of teaching
experience
26

Nikki

3rd

32

Kathy

8th

5

Lydell

4th

10

Elizabeth 3rd

15

Degree
Bachelor of Science in Elementary
Education
National Board Certified Teacher
Bachelor of Science in Elementary
Education
Master of Science in Elementary
Education
Educational Specialist in Elementary
Education
Bachelor of Science in Elementary
Education
Master of Science in Educational
Leadership
Bachelor of Science in Elementary
Education
Bachelor of Science in Elementary
Education
Master of Science in Elementary
Education
Educational Specialist in Elementary
Education

All elementary teachers taught in a self-contained classroom and were responsible
for teaching all core subjects including science and social studies. At the time of this
study, the middle school teachers taught only reading and language arts classes and no
other subjects. For all teachers contributing to this study, classroom demographics
included both regular education and students with disabilities.
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CHAPTER IV
FINDINGS

The purpose of this study was to examine the impact MCT2 has on an elementary
and middle school’s reading and language arts classroom instruction in Mississippi. This
study reflects the views and experiences of five classroom teachers directly involved in
administering state-mandated assessments. The data obtained from these teachers during
interviews and classroom observations were analyzed to address the following research
questions:
1. What are reading and language arts teachers’ perceptions of accountability?
2. What are teachers’ perceptions of the influence of state testing on reading and
language arts classroom instruction?
3. How do elementary and middle school teachers prepare students for end-of-year
reading and language arts state test?
Chapter 4 addresses the themes that emerged from interviews and classroom
observations. After addressing each research question, the chapter presents a summary of
the main findings.

Addressing Research Question 1: What are reading and language arts teachers’
perceptions of accountability?
After analyses of interview data pertaining to teachers’ perceptions of
accountability, the following 7 categories emerged regarding teachers’ views of
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accountability: (a) Teachers believe accountability has some value; (b) Teachers believe
tests alone are not adequate assessments; (c) Teachers express concerns about how to
improve the current accountability system; (d) Teachers believe that narrowing of test
data can inhibit an accountability system from making an informed decision about school
quality; (e) Teachers believe inequities in school districts limit accountability policies’
ability to address student achievement, school quality, and teacher’s effectiveness; (f)
Teachers desire an increase in the amount of time for remediation; and (g) Other issues
teachers believe that are related to accountability can inhibit school quality.

Teachers View Accountability as Having Value
All teachers in this study believe that the current accountability system promotes
high educational standards for all students and the system gives teachers guidelines to
structure classroom instruction in such a way as to be conducive to student learning.
Prior research (Gulek, 2003; Luna & Turner, 2001) found that accountability improves
educational equity and reduces inequality among students. One third grade teacher,
Nikki, who has a long tenure in her school, made a comment which indicated that
accountability has resulted in positive changes to the classroom curriculum. Her
response indicates that The Mississippi Accountability System is requiring all parents,
students, teachers, principals, superintendents, and school board members who are held
accountable for student achievement “to think and to step up a level.” This suggests that
in order for students in Mississippi to benefit from higher educational standards parents,
teachers, students, and the community must play an active role in improving the
academic achievement of all students. A fourth-grade teacher, Lydell, explained:
“Standards ensure that all students are receiving a quality education regardless of their
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background and regardless of the school they attend.” These teachers’ comments suggest
that The Mississippi Accountability System is instrumental for improving student
achievement. Similar findings were noted in the state of North Carolina where schools
and districts reported an improvement in classroom instruction as a result of the
accountability system put into practice (Jones & Egley, 2004). In the views, of the
teachers in this study, schools are responsible for educating students, and accountability
has potential for making certain that schools and districts across the nation are adequately
serving students’ needs. In Kathy’s view, “Accountability is here to help us. It is needed
to make sure all schools are doing the things they need to do.” Similarly, Elizabeth
recognized that some poor performing schools failed to meet certain requirements and
“accountability will help those schools who have not been accountable honestly evaluate
themselves to see if they are meeting the requirements outlined by NCLB.” These
teachers’ comments indicate that accountability reform can bring about positive results
for schools and districts by providing benchmarks as indicators for determining if schools
are meeting certain standards that are essential for the educational careers of students.

Teachers’ Self-efficacy
In light of accountability efforts that require teachers to rethink their teaching
practices, many of the teachers believe that the current standards-based accountability
system was helpful for maintaining a personal sense of control in teaching. For example,
Elizabeth, who has more than 12 years of teaching experience, indicated how
accountability has helped maintain her self-efficacy. She stated:
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I am an advocate for accountability. Accountability has confirmed my teaching
practices. I have always focused on student achievement and have always
evaluated my teaching. If I am not meeting the needs of the students, then I adjust
my teaching strategies.
Elizabeth’s response indicates that accountability standards have reduced a great deal of
stress and provided the support needed to implement the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts
Framework-Revised.

Curriculum Framework
Teachers in this study also maintain that accountability provides a set of standards
that are conducive to upholding high expectations for teachers and students. These
findings are consistent with prior research studies. For example, Gulek (2003) and
Phelps (2003) found that accountability can be an effective means for improving
classroom instruction. It can give teachers an opportunity to re-examine what they are
teaching and how they are teaching the framework in the classroom. In this study, for
example, Lydell stated accountability is “a second chance for the district to assess what is
going on in the classroom.” This teacher’s comment suggests that a standards-based
accountability system provides schools and districts with helpful information not only for
identifying areas of needed improvement but also for informing schools and districts of
their progress toward student achievement.
Interestingly, several teachers shared comments regarding the MCT2 framework,
claiming it was more aligned with standards and teachers’ expectations than MCT. For
example, Lena stated: “The alignment of standards are very important. I feel this year’s
test matches the framework that is being taught in the classroom and the teachers and
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students know exactly what to expect.” Similarly, Lydell’s comment indicated how the
framework, “gives teachers a rough idea of what skills need to be emphasized in the
classroom.” Nikki stated: “The framework gives teachers a thorough outline for teaching
reading and language arts standards.” Elizabeth maintained: “Accountability provides a
guideline for teachers to align classroom instruction with state standards.”
Although these teachers’ comments indicate that Webb’s DOK has been a
positive driving force for the classroom teacher to improve the academic performance of
students throughout Mississippi, these teachers’ comments contradict some prior research
studies (Barkdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Kohn, 2003; Yarbrough, 1999) which have
questioned the appropriateness of accountability standards for all students. These authors
maintain that accountability standards are not fair and do not reflect the background
knowledge of all students. For example, Kohn (2000) states, “Standardized tests are
unfair because the questions require a set of knowledge and skills more likely to be
possessed by children from a privileged background” (p. 36). However, in this study,
Elizabeth’s and other teachers’ responses indicate they believe that the Mississippi
Accountability System exposes all students to the same thought-provoking curriculum
standards and is sufficient enough for closing the achievement gap between learners.
Elizabeth indicated with confidence: “Students have been taught and the test is fair.” Her
comment suggests a belief that the standards-based accountability system set forth by the
State of Mississippi is appropriate for improving the academic performance of students
and appropriate for assessing whether or not students are reaching the educational
standards outlined by the state. Her comment further suggests that the Mississippi
Accountability System should not be eradicated because some feel that test is unfair and
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can inhibit the academic performance of students with disabilities and low performing
students, but the current Accountability System should be viewed as an opportunity for
schools and districts to provide a curriculum that expands all students skills and
knowledge for a global economy. Teachers in this study believe that the new framework
exposes students to a rigorous classroom curriculum that broadens their repertoire of
knowledge and skills in reading and language arts.
Overall, all teachers in this study believe that the current accountability system
communicates to all schools and districts across Mississippi that they are held
accountable for raising the achievement of all students and closing the achievement gaps
between students. Both elementary and middle school teachers’ comments indicate that
they believe that the current accountability system has the capability to integrate the
deficiencies that currently exist in education as well as provides the support needed to
make the necessary changes to implement a more rigorous classroom curriculum.
Teachers believe that the current accountability system has the potential to bring about
positive changes for schools and districts in the state of Mississippi.

Teachers’ Perceptions of New Framework
All teachers in this study felt that the previous year’s curricula framework
outlined in reading and language arts lacked the intensity and breadth needed for a
rigorous curriculum. Teachers in this study believe that the 2006 Mississippi Language
Arts Framework-Revised is a more explicit guide and has influenced teachers to make the
necessary changes to their current classroom curriculum to improve the learning of
students (Mississippi Department of Education, 2007). Elizabeth said that the new
frameworks have given teachers the opportunity to “teach in a more complex manner,”
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than have previous objectives. As compared to previous objectives, Lena stated:
“Classroom instruction will never be the same and students will have to think
differently.” Alone the same line of concerns, Nikki’s comments indicate that Webb’s
DOK has improved lesson planning. She stated: “My lesson plans are geared toward a
higher depth of knowledge. Students are beginning to think seriously about what they are
reading. They are analyzing information more critically and exploring alternative
solutions to real-life problems.”
Although all teachers in this study support the notion that the new framework
creates a more rigorous assessment and increases the level of understanding for all
students, Lydell and Kathy maintain that some of the framework lacks clarity needed for
rigorous instructional planning. In Kathy’s view: “Some of the framework lacks
simplicity.” Lydell stated: “At times it is hard to determine the depth and breadth of the
framework or how you will go about teaching the framework.” These teachers’
comments suggest that in order for some teachers to make changes to classroom
instruction, the new framework must be specific enough to improve the classroom
curriculum. These findings are consistent with Koretz et al. (1996), who found that
newly revised standards in Kentucky were vague and did not provide a clear blueprint.
Many of the strands were poorly written and unclear, and, as a result, teachers were
unable to move the classroom instruction in a new direction in a timely manner.
Overall, all teachers in this study believe that with the 2006 Mississippi Language
Arts Framework-Revised, a major shift has occurred with the classroom curriculum.
Teachers feel that they are putting into practice teaching methods that were uncommonly
used the previous year. For example, Nikki and other teachers’ comments indicate they
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are revising their lesson plans to reflect Webb’s DOK to improve the intellectual
development of students. Teachers’ responses indicate that as a result of the 2006
Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised, students are no longer required to
respond to just basic facts but are required to incorporate basic skills and apply those
skills at a higher level of knowledge.

Teachers believe that Accountability Tests Alone are Inadequate Assessments
Drawing from the voices of teachers, it is clear that teachers in this study do not
oppose having an accountability system to assess teachers’ effectiveness, but teachers
strongly disagree with using the test scores of students to determine school quality.
Several studies provide evidence that accountability goals are beyond the reach of many
schools and districts (Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas 2000; Flinders, 2005; Hoff, 1999;
James, 2003; Kohn, 2003; Linn, 2003; NCTE, 2006; Palividas, 2001; Rose & Gallup,
2003; Yarbrough, 1999), and using test scores to determine school quality is an
incomplete indicator because test scores alone cannot provide the information needed for
some schools to meet the goals outlined by NCLB. In a study conducted by Abrams,
Padulla, and Maduas, (2003), 82% of teachers agreed that using test scores to determine
teacher effectiveness was an unacceptable practice for justifying if a school needs
improvement. The present study found that teachers believe that using test scores to
determine school quality may sound like a good idea, but it may not work well for all
schools and districts. Nikki stated: “Every school is not on the same level and all schools
are not provided with the same amount of resources.” This is consistent with Kohn
(2003) who found that many schools and districts that are serving low-income students
are “second rate” (p. 325) and can barely meet the standards outlined by NCLB.
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Teachers believe that many low-performing schools lack resources and have to deal with
the issue of poverty that is not found in other schools. Lydell maintained that a single test
score cannot “address all the gaps in public schools nor is it sufficient enough to measure
the quality of education.” These teachers’ comments suggest that test scores alone cannot
provide the means needed to improve school performance. Teachers contend that the
location of a school has a great deal to do with school quality and a one-size fits-all
guideline cannot provide a fair picture of whether a school needs improvements or if the
achievement gaps have narrowed. Each teacher in this study believes that accountability
only emphasizes the test and does nothing to protect schools and districts from the
negative effects of sanctions if schools and districts fail to show progress.
In this study, the voices of teachers echo concerns that test scores do not give a
true picture of school quality. Teachers in this study are not against standards-based
accountability systems or performance standards, but they do object to the way teacher
effectiveness is being decided. Teachers believe that each school is unique and carries its
own set of challenges, and to use a single test score to close the achievement gap is
unrealistic.

Concerns about Improvement to the Current Accountability System
In light of the fact that school quality is based on the performance of students
each year, when classroom teachers were asked what improvements, if any, were needed
to improve the Mississippi Accountability System, all teachers in this study
overwhelmingly suggested using multiple assessments to determine students, schools,
and teachers’ effectiveness. Prior research (Hoff, 1999; Linn, 2000; Palividas, 2001)
found that standardized assessment data used in conjunction with performance
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assessments were effective measures for describing school quality. Test scores alone
cannot provide the means for assessing students’ performance and students’ progress
toward standards. Teachers in this study believe that school is about more than a multiple
choice test and teachers are concerned about the students they teach. This realization,
warned James (2003) and Costigan (2002), can be lost with high-stakes testing programs.
Elizabeth sums up the sentiments of teachers by explaining that test results are not
flexible enough to analyze the performance of students and teachers without jeopardizing
some schools and districts. She stated:
I believe that public schools can be effective if the right assessments are used. If
we are going to use test data to rate the performance of schools, then the current
system must be assessed. We either need to start focusing on different ways of
measuring performance, or we need to start focusing on coupling accountability
reforms with reforms that focus on inequalities. Unless we find what types of
assessments should be used and what types of assessments should not be used, we
will continue to use the wrong assessment to measure school quality.
Elizabeth’s comment indicates the importance of using various data sources to measure
student and teacher’s effectiveness. Her comment suggests a belief that using various
sources not only gives teachers an opportunity to take part in the assessment process and
identify which teaching strategies are effective for increasing student achievement, but it
also informs school quality by using a variety of assessment tools.
Several researchers provide evidence that standardized tests scores are the most
dependable and most consistent assessment tool used to gauge the achievement of
students (Cizek, 2001; Haladyna, Haas, & Allison, 1998; Phelps, 2003; Thernstrom &
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Thernstrom, 2003; Wright, 2002; Yeh, 2006). In the present study, one-eighth grade
teacher, Kathy, believes that using test scores to determine student achievement and
teacher effectiveness are meaningless unless they are compared with the same group of
students over time. She suggested: “Administering an assessment twice a year instead of
once a year” to track the performance of students throughout the school year. Her
comment suggests a belief that assessing students’ performance twice a year is more
useful because teachers will be evaluated on the same group of students within the same
school year and it would produce a clearer picture of what is happening in the classroom.
This finding is consistent with prior research (Jones & Esley, 2004; Kohn 2000; Popham,
2001) who found very few similarities exist among classes and comparing one class with
another is impractical. Based on this notion, Kathy and other teachers’ responses indicate
that test scores are reflective of a number of factors that students bring to school, and to
compare different groups of students which a teacher has had for only one school year is
unrealistic.

Narrowing of Test Data Can Inhibit an Accountability System from Making an Informed
Decision about School Quality
Teachers in this study felt that the lack of teachers input into the accountability
process can hinder a system of accountability from making appropriate decisions to
improve school quality. All teachers in this study believe that one test score is not
enough to judge the performance of students. A third-grade teacher with more than 30
years of teaching experience recalls changes made by accountability reforms over the
years; Nikki stated: “When I first entered the teaching profession, test results and the
input from teachers was the indicator for school quality. Standardized tests were used to
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make decisions about special education placement and parent-teacher conferences.”
Elizabeth, with 15 years of teaching experience, also noted changes. She stated:
“Education has advanced from teachers’ perceptions to requirements set by state
standards.” These teachers’ comments suggest they believe that input from teachers and
test results would lead to positive outcomes in the classroom more so than test scores
alone. Elizabeth and other teachers’ responses indicate that teachers understand the
economic background of students and what the community is able to offer students, but
with the emphasis placed on standardized test scores, the input from teachers has
decreased or has been eliminated altogether. Teachers in this study believe that an
effective solution to improving school quality requires more than input from standardized
assessments. These findings are consistent with prior research (Hoff, 1999; Kohn, 2003;
Linn, 2000), showing that test scores are a good indicator of income levels but not
student achievement. These authors believe that test results cannot accurately measure
school quality.
In sum, teachers in this study believe that test scores are only one reliable
assessment instrument used to assess student achievement, but other assessments are
needed to get a clearer picture of students’ performance. Teachers’ responses in this
study are consistent with James (2003) who found that standardized test scores alone are
not effective for assessing student knowledge and growth from year to year. Teachers
believe that in order to come to a decision regarding the most appropriate comprehensive
assessments needed to assess school quality, the differences that exist between the most
reliable assessment instrument and utilizing comprehensive assessments require a deeper
understanding of how these assessment can be used to evaluate student achievement.
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Overall, teachers’ responses in this study support the belief that the role of using
additional assessment methods to determine school quality deserves further investigation.

Re-prioritizing State Standards
A number of researchers, including Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas (2000); Kohn
(2003); McNeil (2000); Perreault (2000), argue that high-stakes testing programs can
narrow the curriculum and limit the knowledge and skills students need to succeed in life.
These authors maintain that curriculum narrowing can have harmful effects on classroom
curriculum and the learning ability of low-performing students. Based on prior research
findings which indicate that curriculum narrowing reduces the depth and breadth of
classroom curriculum, one third grade teacher, Nikki suggested “reducing the number of
state standards to be covered in one year.” Her comment suggests a belief that
prioritizing standards would allow teachers to organize instruction that represent skills
and knowledge students need to learn in every subject, not just tested-subject areas. It
will also allow more time for teachers to develop differential instruction to meet the
needs of all students. Similarly, Kathy believes that re-conceptualizing state framework
would ensure that non-tested subject areas such as art, physical education, social studies,
and music be included into the curriculum. Elizabeth’s shared her perception of the best
way to re-conceptualizing classroom framework:
I would identify the things that children should be able to do and put them in three
piles-the absolute, the highly desirable, and the desirable. Then, I would rank the
absolute from top to bottom-the most important, the next important, and so on.
After I have completed this process, I would then identify the top four that can be
assessed in 50 minute period and can be assessed in such a way that teachers will
91

know how to promote children’s mastery of the standards. Then we would have a
reasonable standards-based assessment system.
In the views of the reading and language arts teachers in this study, they believe that
prioritizing standards would reduce curriculum narrowing and ensure that non-subject
areas are being taught and not excluded from the classroom curriculum. In addition,
teachers believe that re-prioritizing the state standards would reduce the time needed to
implement the framework and at the same time maintain high standards for all students.

Inequities in Schools Limit Accountability Policies
SES Issues
Although teachers in this study made comments regarding improvements to the
current accountability system, teachers also highlighted some deficiencies that exist in
schools that could inhibit the effectiveness of accountability policies. Teachers believe
that even though the curriculum framework established by the state of Mississippi was
designed to raise the academic achievement for all students, many teachers’ responses
indicate that assessments such as the MCT2 are not sensitive enough to address the
inequities that exist in the classroom, and factors such as socioeconomic status and
students’ motivation could negatively influence test results. Four of the five teachers in
this study believe that test results may be greatly influenced by the socioeconomic status
of students. This is consistent with prior findings (Flinders, 2005; Gordon & Reese,
1997; Jones et al., 1999; Kohn, 2003; Kozol, 2005; Linn, 2000, Public Agenda, 2002).
These authors found that the reliance on test scores to determine school quality does not
take into account the many challenges facing low SES students in the classroom. For
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example, prior research found that the environments in which economically
disadvantaged students live do not offer the same stimulation for learning as students
from more privileged environments (Kohn, 2003; Kozol, 2005), and SES is associated
with educational attainment (Flinders, 2005; Jones & Egley, 2004; Linn, 2000).
Teachers’ responses in this study echo these findings. For example, one third-grade
teacher, Elizabeth, suggested: “Students from more privileged environments have more
resources that support and promote the intellectual development of a child’s education.”
Her comment indicates a belief that a student’s background can influence a child’s
educational attainment and self-perception. For instance, if a student does not see
himself or herself as a successful and capable learner, then he or she tends to perform
very poorly academically.
Teachers believe that in order for students to flourish and profit from the
framework, they must first acquire the necessary set of prerequisite skills and knowledge
beginning with the third grade. Both elementary and middle school teachers in this study
recognized that many low performing students lack the prerequisites of knowledge and
skills needed to master many of the objectives outlined in the framework. In this study,
Lena’s comment suggests that students from low socioeconomics status are not exposed
to the same enriching experiences that would be supportive of their social, cognitive, and
emotional development as high socioeconomic students and, as a result, these students
will perform lower on standardized tests. She stated:
A student who has a parent who is a lawyer, doctor, or dentist is going to be more
familiar with certain vocabulary than a child from a family whose parent is a
grocery store clerk or a family whose parent works at a car wash.
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This teacher’s comment suggests that the influence of the home and cultural environment
can significantly impact student achievement. Elizabeth’s comment indicates that many
low SES students lack the life experiences needed to perform well on state tests. She
stated:
There are items on the test, you know, if you live in Mississippi, so to speak, a
child in Mississippi is not going to get. You have to almost travel to get some of
the “stuff” some of the time.
Lena and Elizabeth’s comments suggest learning cannot occur unless students
have the prior knowledge, maturity, and motivation to complete the task. This suggests
that schools must develop a culture for learning. These teachers and other teachers in this
study believe that students must be ready and prepared to learn, and if they are not ready
to learn, then the connection between the framework and the academic performance of
students contradicts the goals established by NCLB that were designed for students to
benefit from a rich and deep curriculum. Nikki, a third grade teacher, suggested a belief
that “the framework is above the average student’s knowledge,” and for many low
socioeconomic students, it is difficult for them to make sense of a learning environment
in which they have no connection or understanding. She believes that accountability is
designed with the average student in mind. These teachers believe that MCT2 is not
appropriate for all third-grade students and does not take into account that students from
low SES background do not have the same out-of-school literacy background knowledge
as students from middle class backgrounds.
Each teacher in this study expressed a belief that low test scores could be the
results of the home environment. This suggests that the home environment affects how
94

students perceive what is being taught and how it is being taught in the classroom. Lena
stated: “Test scores do not always reflect what is being taught in the classroom but what
students bring to school.” Kathy stated: “Test scores identify students’ conduct not
necessarily what they are learning in school.” Lena and Kathy’s responses suggest that
teachers need time to develop a classroom culture in which students can respond to the
new frameworks. These findings are consistent with others who found that students from
low SES backgrounds have different needs from students from high SES environments
(Jones & Egley, 2004) and that out-of-school learning plays an important role in a child’s
education (Popham, 1999). Popham asserted: “If children come from advantaged
families and stimulus-rich environments, then they are more apt to succeed on items in
standardized achievement test items than will other children whose environments don’t
mesh as well with what the tests measure” (p. 13). Teachers’ responses in this study
indicate that the cultural environment as well as the home environment affect how
student perceive what is being taught and how it is being taught and this can significantly
impact student achievement.
Teachers in this study also believe that it is unfair to compare the performance of
schools working with a wide variety of students with varying socioeconomic
backgrounds with schools who do not have similar backgrounds. Interestingly, Lydell
suggested getting a truer picture of school improvement would consist of “test results
being reported by socioeconomic levels rather than by whether a child is a Caucasian,
Hispanic or an African-American.” Her comment suggests a belief that the problem may
not be with the test but rather the means of how test results are recorded. Lydell and
other teachers’ responses indicate that they believe if test scores are going to be used to
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determine school quality, then the socioeconomic status of students should be one of the
main indicators for determining if a school needs improvements.
In general, teachers’ responses indicate that MCT2, like the previous state test,
does not take into account economic differences. Teachers believe that the classroom
learning environment is filled with a number of factors that can significantly influence
test scores. When low SES is a factor in a student’s life, test scores alone may not
accurately reflect school quality. Many low socioeconomic students hold a negative
attitude toward school and they do not see the value of personal investments because
school is not a top priority. Teachers’ responses indicate that learning depends on the
amount of effort a child places on a situation. If a child does not view education as being
important, then the child will be reluctant to become an active participant in classroom
activities. These teachers’ quotes suggest that the SES of students can inhibit
accountability policies from addressing school quality effectively if the cultural literacy is
not restored.

Students with Disabilities
The new testing requirements that mandate that all students must score proficient
in reading, language arts, and mathematics by 2014 (Mississippi Department of
Education, 2006) regardless of their skills or abilities, have sparked great concerns among
classroom teachers who are working with a significantly larger number of students with
disabilities in regular classroom. The NCLB requires schools and districts to incorporate
the assessment results of students with disabilities into their district’s testing program.
All teachers in this study acknowledge the many hurdles faced by students with
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disabilities and believe that students with disabilities should not be held to the same
achievement level as students without disabilities.
These teachers believe that including the test scores of students with disabilities in
AYP to determine school quality is not fair because many students with disabilities
require special accommodations and modification in the classroom and holding schools
who are serving a significant number of students with disabilities to the same standards as
schools and districts without similar children is unreasonable. For instance, Nikki was
observed in the classroom working with a mixed ability group, consisting of 4 students.
She was unable to offer assistance to students who were struggling. During a postobservation interview, Elizabeth stated: “We are not playing on equal playing grounds
and schools with high numbers of special education students should not be held to the
same level as more privileged schools.” Her comment suggests a belief that the new test,
like the previous test, does not take into account the differences that exist between
schools and students and argues for either a mid-point to holding teachers accountable for
including special needs students to determine teachers’ effectiveness or the practice of
comparing schools with similar challenges to determine school quality.
Several teachers’ responses indicate that students with disabilities have not been
exposed to the regular education curriculum content, and it is unrealistic to hold all
students to the same level. Lydell said,
A majority of these students have spent a significant amount of classroom
instructional time in special education language arts and mathematics classes.
Now, special needs students are included in regular education classes and many
have a reading comprehension level that is barely above a third-grade level. I
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don’t see how schools can be held accountable for students with disabilities not
achieving a proficient score.
Her comment suggests that test scores do not take into consideration that some students
with disabilities may lack the reasoning and processing ability to organize information at
grade level, and this could impact their academic performance. Following the same line
of argument, Lena explains that the skills and abilities of students with disabilities are not
appropriately matched with framework objectives. She stated:
We cannot expect special needs students to be equal with their peers. For
example, I have a third grader who is ruled educable mentally retarded (EMR)
who is included in regular classes, and the student is currently functioning on a
first grade level. To expect this student to achieve proficient is unrealistic.
Her comment suggests a belief that students with disabilities may not have the confidence
or the ability to translate skills needed to master the framework. Lena and other teachers’
responses indicate that students with disabilities lack skills to connect new learning to
prior knowledge. Through the eyes of the students with disabilities, the everyday
curriculum may seem irrelevant to their lives and students with disabilities are not
motivated to do well when they cannot relate personally to the activity. Nikki’s response
indicated the importance of students “connecting with the classroom curriculum.” Her
comment suggests a belief that students are motivated to engage in an activity when they
see how a concept applies to them personally. Similar findings are noted by Kohn (2003)
and Lipman (2004) who found that when the high-stakes testing program eliminates the
cultural aspect of instruction it leaves students with little connection to classroom
activities. Teachers in this study believe that when prior content knowledge and skills of
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students are linked with current content knowledge and skills of students, this can have a
significant impact on students’ learning because the students’ strengths and interests are
coupled with classroom activities. However, given the realities of today’s schools, Kathy
suggested: “In theory I am not sure if NCLB addresses this effectively.”
Three of the five teachers in the study discussed the attitudinal effects of the new
test for students with disabilities. These teachers believe that students with disabilities
experience obstacles uncommon to regular education students. For example, Elizabeth
reports that many students with disabilities may experience difficulties with the test
design. She stated: “The test is very thought-provoking and many special needs students
lack skills needed to master objectives in a timely manner.” Following the same line of
concern, Lena stated: “For some of these students, their knowledge level will not extend
beyond where they already are performing based on their diagnosis.” Lydell stated:
“Special education students who are going the diploma route may end up taking the test
multiple times before graduation.” Kathy stated: “I have seen students, especially special
education students, work very hard during class but not perform well on the state test.
This is a big let down.” These teachers’ comments suggest a belief that students with
disabilities will have a limited probability of passing the new test when compared with
students without disabilities and may result in students dropping out of school. Overall,
teachers in this study believe that the current accountability system fails to take into
consideration students whose chances are limited in achieving success on state tests.
In general, interviews in this study provide important information and insight
regarding teachers’ feelings about increasingly including students with disabilities’ test
scores in assessment programs to decide teachers’ effectiveness. As previously noted,
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teachers believe that students with disabilities should not be held to the same level as
regular education students and that to expect students with disabilities to achieve
proficient by 2014 is unrealistic. Based on this notion, the link between the expectations
of accountability reform and the learning abilities of students with disabilities are not
comparable and teachers in this study did not appear persuaded that accountability
policies can address the gap in the classroom curriculum for this group of students.
Teachers argue for another way to calculate students with disabilities’ performance in the
districts’ testing programs or not including their scores altogether.

Students’ Motivation and Interest
Both elementary and middle school teachers comments support some prior
research (Flinders, 2005; Hoffman et al., 2001; Linn, 2000; Yarbrough, 1999), which
indicates that the background and socio-economic status of students can be an important
factor in determining a child’s outlook on obtaining an education. Teachers believe that
many low socioeconomic students enter the classroom with low expectations, many do
not see the significance of taking state tests, and many do not appear interested in their
performance on the new test and its influence on teachers’ effectiveness. Elizabeth’s
response indicated that for some students state tests are not important, and if “they are not
interested in the test or they feel that test is too difficult, they will just start marking
answers regardless of whether the answers are right or wrong.” Lena stated: “One day in
a student’s life can determine the future for a teacher. If they are not motivated to do
well on the state test, then they can blow it for a teacher.” These teachers’ comments
suggest that a student’s perception can influence their performance.
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The findings from interview data reveal that teachers believe that a student’s
perception of self is just as important as what they learn in school. The way a student
perceives him or herself can determine how much effort the student is willing to put into
an activity. These teachers believe that classroom activities are viewed by students as a
portrait of their ability, and if a student has experienced poor performance he or she may
believe that they cannot be successful with completing a new activity.

Students’ Morale and Dropout Rate
All teachers in this study believe that the new test, like the previous test, can
negatively affect the self-confidence and self-esteem of students. Teachers in both
elementary and middle school believe that as a result of the new testing requirements
there will be an increase in the school’s dropout rate and a decrease in students’ morale.
These results were similar to Jones et al. (1999); Haney (2000); Kober, (2002) and Kohn
(2003), who found that high-stakes testing programs can negatively influence students’
motivation, inhibit the social development of students, and increase schools’ dropout
rates. All teachers in this study believe that some students cannot achieve the expected
results and will eventually withdraw from school to keep from shattering their sense of
self-worth. If students do not believe that they are a part of the system, then they will get
around the humiliation, embarrassment, or discomfort of school by withdrawing from
their peers. Nikki stated: “State testing programs are just another expectation students
feel that they have to live up to,” and this affects their belief about their abilities to
perform well on state tests. Similarly, Elizabeth felt that many hard-to-reach students
will feel rejected because “the stakes are too high for some students and they will fall
through the cracks.” Kathy’s comment indicated that a great deal of time students “feel
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they do not have what it takes to pass the test.” Lydell stated: “Students who are not
motivated by the test will begin to feel alienated and will eventually drop out of school.”
Similarly, Lena added that some students come to school from distressing environments,
with different aptitudes, and “some don’t see the value of investing in self.” These
teachers’ comments suggest a belief that for many students school is a place of
disappointment, not a place for gaining knowledge and skills.
Overall, these teachers’ responses indicate that when students feel they are at a
disadvantage, they become frustrated, and this frustration can be expressed through their
performance on state tests. Teachers believe that many low-performing schools and
districts will continue to struggle to meet AYP unless the social needs of students are
met.

Increase in the Amount of Time for Remediation
According to teachers, one positive response to the new framework and
accountability system is remediation services provided by the school districts. Both
elementary and middle school teachers in this study report an increase in the amount of
remediation time students are given in response to the MCT2, as compared to the
previous test. Some of the remediation efforts included after school and morning tutoring
and peer tutoring during recess. Teachers also reported an increase in the number of
students receiving remediation assistance regardless of their academic performance in the
classroom. One teacher argues in support of more resources and assistance to help
children who may be at risk to improve their performance. Elizabeth stated: “I believe
funding needs to be provided for all children, but especially for children who need
remediation. These students need remediation in whatever areas they are failing.”
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Nikki’s response indicated that the new test requires students to read more than the
previous test and remediation is necessary because “many of the students’ skills are not
up to where they need to be. If a student cannot read, then they are going to have trouble
with this new test.” Nikki and other teachers in this study believe that remediation gives
students the opportunity to review the skills once again and give teachers an opportunity
to provide differential instruction.

Issues Related to Accountability
Demands on Teachers
Teachers believe that accountability places a much greater demand on teachers to
improve the academic performance of students than the previous accountability system.
Kathy’s response captured this sentiment. She stated: “If test scores don’t improve, then
the district is going to look at the teacher and wonder what is going on in the classroom.”
Each teacher in this study recognizes that the new curriculum framework can have a
significant impact on the performance of students, and partnering with parents in the
learning process can improve the academic performance of all students. This is
consistent with Yarbrough (1999) and Reeves (2004) who support parents being held
more accountable for students’ performance. Nikki’s response reveals similar findings.
She stated:
Parents, grandparents, or guardians should be held accountable for their children.
If parents bring a child into this world, then they should be held responsible for
making sure that the child gets the things they need in life. The parents must
point a child in the right direction.
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Her comment suggests a belief that a child’s education should be the responsibility of
everyone involved in that child’s life. A parent must use whatever influence he or she
has to make sure the child is getting an appropriate education. Many of the other
teachers’ comments support the same conclusion. Elizabeth’s comment indicated that
learning begins at home and “parents are valuable resources for the child’s intellectual
development.” Lydell’s response provided insight: “I feel that a great deal of parents in
this community does not understand that state testing is the standards by which schools
are being judged.” Lena stated: “Parents’ involvement is necessary not only for raising
student achievement and but also for closing the achievement gap.” These teachers’
quotes indicate that parents’ involvement in education is helpful for not only motivating
students to actively participate in the learning process, but also for developing a support
system that facilitates accountability for learning.
Although all teachers in this study believe that parents should be more proactive
in a child’s learning, Kathy’s response indicated that schools do a much better job at
educating students than some parents because “many parents lack the knowledge and
skills needed to help improve their children’s literacy development.” Her comment
suggests a belief that schools and districts are left with the task of making children
acceptably literate despite the background or income level of the child. Kathy believes
that the school is the entity in which changes in the community are made regardless of
parents’ involvement.
Overall, all teachers in this study support the belief that parents, students, and
teachers must work together to share the responsibility of closing the achievement gaps
and improving student achievement. Four of the five teachers in this study feel that a
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holistic approach to accountability is needed to involve everyone in the life of a student.
Without parents being more proactive in the learning process, teachers are left to believe
that they are solely responsible for the academic success for all students. One teacher did
not dispute the fact that the home should foster pro-school ethics, but it is the school’s
responsibility to make sure that literacy is achieved by every child regardless of his or her
SES, motivation level, or out-of-school learning. Based on these notions, teachers
believe that further study is needed to explore ways of holding parents accountable for
improving education.

Teachers’ Views of the Work Environment
A major complaint from teachers in this study is that teachers are compelled to
teach in ways that are dissimilar to their professional beliefs and as a result increases
stress and anxiety of teachers. An eighth-grade teacher, Kathy, believes that she has little
input in the instructional matters relative to meeting the instructional needs of students.
According to Kathy, when teachers “feel like they are not the professional decisionmaker” in the classroom, teachers become frustrated, and this can have an influence on
the way classroom activities are presented to students. Her comment suggests a belief
that the principal’s vision of preparing students for the state test and the teacher’s beliefs
of how students should be taught can restrict teachers from implementing
developmentally appropriate classroom activities that would be most effective for
improving students’ performance. These findings are consistent with prior research by
Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas (2000) and Luna and Turner (2001) who found that the
pressure from administrators can affect the morale of teachers. Similar findings were
found by teachers in states such as Kentucky, Maryland, North Carolina, and Texas
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where Hoffman et al., (2001), Jones et al., (1999) and, Koretz et al., (1996) reported a
decline in teachers’ morale and motivation as a result of the pressure imposed upon
teachers from administrators. In the present study, teachers’ comments suggest that the
overemphasis on standardized tests could increase the amount of anxiety teachers’
experience. For example, Nikki stated: “There are some teachers here who are really
stressed. They are stressed to the point of asking, will I have a job next year?” Lydell
suggested “letting teachers do what they have been trained to do. Sometimes a teacher
knows what a student can do and what works best for the student.” Her comment
suggests a belief that teachers are confident in their role as a professional educator but
become frustrated when told how to teach. Elizabeth’s response summed up this
concern: “A dedicated teacher wants students to perform well on the MCT2, but
sometimes an administrator can add more pressure to the role of a teacher.” Kathy
believes that the level of frustration a teacher experiences in not making professional
decisions in the classroom plays a significant role in their level of satisfaction in the
classroom.
Interestingly, the two teachers with more than 25 years of teaching experience
report feeling comfortable with their image as a professional in light of making curricula
decisions. Nikki and Lena’s responses indicate a belief that there are many variables that
influence the principal’s role. Nikki stated: “Although low test scores are due to factors
beyond the control of the teacher it can influence a principal’s response to teachers.”
In summary, teachers believe that the perceptions a principal holds can influence
a teacher’s work environment (Woody et al., 2007). All teachers in this study hold high
expectations for the students they teach because of the intense pressure imposed upon
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them from the building principal. One teacher believes that these expectations can
diminish or restrict teachers from implementing their ideas of good instructional
practices. Kathy believes that teachers should have more input in making decisions in the
classroom and more authoritative support from the building principal instead of
authoritarian support.

Teachers’ Perceptions about MCT2 Test Scores
When classroom teachers were asked how they feel students would perform on
MCT2, each teacher in this study believe that test results would be much lower as
compared to previous test scores for the reason that the new framework consists of more
rigorous content as compared to the previous framework that formally focused mainly on
the rote-learning and the rote-memorization of skills and reading comprehension. For
example, Lena stated: “The current framework provides opportunities for students to
think abstractly,” unlike the previous framework. Lena and other teachers’ responses
indicate that in the past students were expected to master skills at the basic level and
teachers were required to teach at that level. Teachers believe that the shift in classroom
curriculum requires more time for students to adapt and meet the goals set forth by
NCLB. A third-grade teacher, Nikki, anticipated problems for many of the students
taking the test for the first time regardless of their SES and motivation levels of students.
She stated: “Even some of my best students are struggling with some of the objectives.”
Lydell maintained that many students are capable of mastering the content of MCT2 but
it is “going to take time for the scores to improve. However, I’m not sure the scores will
improve by 2014.” This teacher’s response indicates in a typical classroom student have
different learning styles, different ability levels, different background knowledge, and
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different levels of motivation for learning and it will take time for teachers to develop
pathways that respond to the diverse learner and it will also take time for students to
adjust. Furthermore, Nikki and Lena believe that when implementing a set of rigorous
curriculum frameworks, time is a very crucial element. Teachers believe that
implementing a curriculum that focuses not only on basic skills but also on higher-order
thinking skills requires adequate time to break down instruction for some students so they
can master the content. These findings are consistent with prior findings of Passman
(2001) that suggest that teachers adapt instructional strategies to meet the needs of the
student before moving to more challenging objectives.
Overall, drawing upon the perceptions of teachers in this study MCT2 scores will
be lower than in previous years because of the amount of time teachers and students have
to adapt to the new framework and the skills and knowledge students bring to the
classroom. Teachers believe that the curriculum is more advanced than the previous
curriculum and teachers and students may need more time to achieve the framework
outlined in state standards.

Length of the Test
Interestingly, elementary teachers express concerns regarding the length of the
state test. Lydell, a fourth-grade teacher, believes that students will experience a high
level of anxiety, fatigue, and frustration while taking the test because the test “is too long
and difficult for some third grade students and it will cause them to shut down.”
Similarly, Lena stated: “Some students will look at the test and feel that the test is too
long, and they will lose confidence in their ability and become angry and frustrated.
They will either just start marking or just give up completely.” These teachers’
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comments indicate that some students give up before demonstrating their achievement.
Following the same line of concern, Nikki’s response explains the exhaustion students
may experience while taking the test. She stated: “After a certain number of minutes,
you can look at some of the students and tell that this is all they are going to do in one
day.” Nikki’s comments like those of other teachers, suggest that the bar is set too high
for some students, and, as a result, they are not motivated or interested in taking the state
test.
Although four of the five teachers’ responses in this study indicate that the
motivation and interest level of students can bring about unfavorable test results for many
schools and districts, one teacher believes that a certain group of students will be
motivated by the test and will work harder. Kathy explained: “I have students who will
go over the test a number of times before handing it in. They will put a lot of energy into
an answer before marking. They want that perfect score.”
In conclusion, teachers in this study believe that the current accountability system
is effective for encouraging teachers to rethink their teaching practices, but the system of
accountability is not effective for assessing school quality. Each teacher in this study
expressively speaks of being held accountable for test results when the performance of
students depends not only on classroom performance but also the motivation and interest,
self-confidence, and emotional stability of students. Teachers believe that these variables
will negatively influence test scores and have a detrimental effect on perceived school
quality. In spite of these findings, to improve the current accountability system, teachers
in this study suggest using multiple measures to assess the performance of students and
re-prioritizing the framework. These methods would include the input of teachers and
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improve dropout rate, improve self-esteem, and improve the motivation of students.
Overall, the interview data suggests that much more work is needed to improve the
current accountability and to get a better picture of whether a school is in need of
improvement.

Addressing Research Question 2: What are teachers’ perceptions of the influence of state
testing on reading and language arts classroom instruction?
During interviews teachers shared their perceptions of the influence state testing
has on classroom instruction. After analyzing teachers’ responses, 7 themes emerged.
Teachers believe that the new framework influences: (a) innovative teaching methods, (b)
instructional modification, (c) classroom instructional goals for students, (d) curriculum
continuity, (e) curriculum integration, (f) instructional planning, and (g) curriculum and
classroom instruction.
Even though a number of themes emerged from this research question, two
themes set the tone. The theme that curriculum framework influences curriculum
integration, and the theme that curriculum framework influences curriculum continuity
confirm that teachers believe the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised
benefits classroom instruction in a number of ways, but determining school quality is not
one of them. These themes are significant when combined with findings from research
question 1, that teachers find the current accountability system beneficial to improving
classroom instruction by giving teachers feedback regarding instructional effectiveness,
but because of inequalities that exist, teachers do not believe that test results will be
helpful in improving school quality. In the next section, theses themes are discussed.
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Inventive Teaching Methods
Four of the five teachers in this study believe that the traditional view of
education in which classroom instruction requires students to listen to teacher-led
discussion is archaic. Nikki, Lena, Lydell, and Elizabeth believe that the 2006
Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised requires teachers to implement a
classroom curriculum that focuses not only on basic skills and the memorization of facts,
but also on students mastering critical thinking and problem- solving skills outlined in the
framework. Observations provide support to Nikki, Lena, and Elizabeth’s perspectives
that the framework offers teachers the opportunity to deliver more creative and more
thought-provoking teaching methods through project-based instruction and group
collaboration that inspire students to engage in authentic learning opportunities.
A typical day in the classroom for these teachers contradicts a number of
researchers, including Amerin & Berliner, (2003), Firestone et al., (2001), Gordon and
Reese (1997), and Hoffman et al., (2001), who argue that high-stakes testing programs
encourage rote-teaching instruction and focus on the mastery of basic skills with little or
no emphasis on critical thinking skills that lead to innovative teaching methods.
However, teachers believe that the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised,
based on Webb’s Depth of Knowledge, is designed to support teachers with adjusting
their instructional approaches to reflect more higher-order critical thinking and problemsolving activities in the classroom. Teachers report making the most of Webb’s DOK in
the classroom by combining skills that range from students using simple skills to write a
paragraph to students writing an outline to develop logical arguments or writing a
persuasive essay. Teachers believe that the MCT2 framework differs significantly from
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the previous framework. Students must show proof of well-developed problem-solving
and thinking skills instead of being satisfied with comprehending what they read without
defending their stance on as issue.
Teachers believe that the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised
deals authentically with basic skills and higher-order thinking skills and presents teachers
with a framework that provides a balanced instructional approach for teachers to teach
basic skills and vocabulary and emphasize student collaboration to solve authentic reallife problems. Likewise, researchers Borko & Elliott, (1999), Firestone et al., (2001),
Jones et al., (1999), and Pedulla et al., (2003) noted greater emphasis on students
engaging in inquiry-based activities as a result of high-stakes testing programs. In this
study, teachers believe that the new curricula framework pushes students to learn more
than the basic skills. The framework improves the thinking abilities of students by
incorporating a set of standards that acknowledge that a deficiency exists in knowledge
and skills without a thought-provoking curriculum. Interestingly, Lena stated: “Students
are taught in a totally integrated language arts classroom where all the language arts
strands are taught together and build upon each other.” Her comment suggests a belief
that previously students were taught skills in isolation and now classroom activities
require students to manipulate information to solve problems that could not be solved
with only the memorization of facts and vocabulary. Lydell stated: “The classroom
curriculum is no longer limited to drill and practice.” It is about students expressing
ideas, defending their stance on an issue, and critiquing the performance of their work
and the work of their peers. As Elizabeth stated:
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The test is different. Teachers have to explore different teaching methods that
promote higher-order thinking activities. Students will have to think more
abstractly. They will have to comprehend, not memorize, information. Parents
will have to ensure that their child is putting forth enough effort to do well on the
test.
These teachers’ comments indicate that the new language arts framework has not only
transformed what education means for students but also teachers are placing more
emphasis on teaching methods such as collaborative learning and group projects that
encourage higher-order thinking activities in the classroom.
Overall, these teachers believe that these critical thinking skills are different from
the previous year’s test in which students were required to master lower level thinking
skills, such as the recall of information at the proficiency level. To enhance classroom
instruction, teachers believe that they are being challenged to rethink their professional
beliefs and instructional practices to ensure that classroom instruction is meaningful to
students and parallel with Webb’s DOK.
In contrast, one teacher believes that the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts
Framework-Revised had little or no influence on teaching methods used in the classroom.
During the classroom visit, the teaching methods mirror activities reflective of Webb’s
DOK level 1 which consists of the recall of information such as explaining the meaning
of vocabulary words, reciting facts in a paragraph, or understanding a passage at the basic
level of reasoning. This suggests that the instructional strategies used in her classroom
to prepare students for the state test are mainly teacher-centered approaches. This further
suggests that all teachers do not change instructional strategies because of the
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accountability framework. For some teachers, the teacher-centered approach is the most
effective instructional strategy to moving toward NCLB goals of student achievement.
Overall, teachers believe that the new framework has either a positive or little or no effect
on teaching practices.

Instructional Enhancement as Result of MCT2
Writing Instruction Emphasized
As illustrated in the interviews, both elementary and middle school teachers
believe that the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised plays a significant
role in teachers modifying current curriculum practices to mirror the MCT2 framework.
In the present study, Lena reported: “Students are writing more and answering more
open-ended test questions because many of the questions on the state test are open ended,
so I try to present writing assignments that are open-ended.” Similarly, to enhance the
writing capabilities of all students, Lydell reported giving “a lot of writing assignments,”
and these assignments encouraged active learning among students at different levels.
Nikki’s response indicated an increase in students writing compositions that require them
to demonstrate their “knowledge of complex sentences.” Along the same line, the thirdgrade teacher, Elizabeth, reported: “Students are writing across the curriculum. Writing
activities are incorporated into mathematic activities. For example, students not only
have to orally explain how the problem will be solved but also write how the problem
will be solved.” Likewise, Grant (2000), James (2003), Jones & Johnston, (2002),
Monfils (2004), and Pedulla et al., (2003) found that high stakes testing programs can
influence teachers to change certain aspects of the classroom curriculum to reflect
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curricula framework. For example, Jones and Johnston (2002) found that 74% of
teachers made changes to their classroom curriculum by incorporating more writing
activities as a result of new standards. James (2003) found that teachers in Wyoming
taught writing more thoroughly as a result of state standards.
Although four of the five teachers believe that 2006 Mississippi Language Arts
Framework-Revised expands classroom instruction to incorporate writing assignments to
expand students’ knowledge and understanding of the writing content, Kathy reports little
or no changes in writing instruction as a result of the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts
Framework-Revised. This finding is consistent with prior findings (Lynn, 2000;
Newkirk, 2003) who found that focusing on classroom writing activities inhibit students
from acquiring some of the skills needed to synthesize information. These authors’
reactions are similar to Kathy’s belief that students must first acquire the necessary
“background knowledge before they can make the connection of how writing
assignments are relevant” to the framework.
Overall, although one teacher’s response indicates that the framework has had no
influence on the classroom writing curriculum, several teachers’ responses indicate the
framework has influenced them to focus more on the application of skills and knowledge
through writing activities to raise the academic standards of all students. Four of the five
teachers in this study believe that with the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts FrameworkRevised classroom instruction is shifting away from the emphasis on language usage and
punctuation, to engaging students in writing activities that expand their ability to write
compositions that connect ideas to support their thinking. These teachers believe that the
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changes to classroom instruction are essential to helping students analyze their thinking
to solve problems that will parallel with test items on MCT2.

Rubric-based Assessments Emphasized
Nikki, Elizabeth, Lydell, and Lena believe one of the greatest adjustments made
to classroom curriculum resulting from 2006 Mississippi Language Arts FrameworkRevised is an increase in rubric-based assessments with an emphasis on students’
presentations and projects. These teachers believe that rubric-based instruction can be
effective for making a connection between the framework and classroom activities. As
Nikki stated, the rubric assessments are used to “assess students’ writing performance.”
Lydell stated: “Using rubrics as a template for classroom activities increase students’
awareness of state standards.” Elizabeth stated: “Rubrics are effective tools for giving
feedback to students and for helping students to learn state standards.” Interestingly,
Lena suggested rubric-based instruction can “hold students accountable for their
learning.” These teachers’ comments suggest a belief that rubric-based assessments
reduce some of the anxiety students may experience and increase students’ understanding
of what they need to do to master the content. Although the four responses of the five
teachers in this study indicate the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised
has influenced them to place more emphasis on using rubric-based instruction while
teaching and including state standards in their lesson plans and daily goals for students,
Kathy make no report of using rubrics in the classroom.
In general, teachers in this study believe that the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts
Framework-Revised promotes more student-centered activities in the classroom as well
as giving students valuable feedback regarding their understanding of standards as they
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evaluate self and peers. Four of the five teachers in this study believe that rubrics-based
instruction is useful for centering classroom activities on skills reflected in the new
framework, thereby increasing the motivation level of students.

Modification to Physical Classroom Arrangement
Surprisingly, four of the five teachers noted changes to the physical classroom
arrangement as a result of 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised. Lydell
stated: “A year ago my classroom consisted of my standing in front of the class lecturing.
Now, the classroom consisted of students participating in literature circles.” Lena stated:
“To meet framework goals, tables instead of desks are used in the classroom.” Both
Elizabeth and Nikki reported using a combination of tables and desks in the classroom.
These finding are consistent with Passman (2001) who found that teachers will change
the physical arrangement of the classroom as needed to achieve the goals outlined by
curriculum framework. Although four of the five teachers in this study reported changes
to the physical classroom arrangement, Kathy reports no changes to the physical
arrangement of classroom. The physical arrangement of her classroom consists of desks
aligned in rows.
Overall, four of the five teachers’ quotes in this study indicate that the daily
lesson planning of teachers and students activities are closely related to the framework.
Lydell and other teachers believe classroom instruction has changed from being a
teacher-centered to a student-centered environment in which the focus of learning is
placed on the students as they make decisions about content planning and classroom
activities.
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Classroom Instructional Goals for Students
As a follow-up interview question, teachers were asked to describe how the 2006
Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised has changed classroom instructional
goals. Four of five teachers’ responses indicate they put more emphasis on problemsolving activities, cooperative learning activities, and self-awareness thinking to help
students not only learn how to apply concepts and skills but also integrate knowledge and
skills more in-depth. These teachers also believe that with the new framework students
move beyond thinking about a quick answer to thinking independently to decipher reallife problems. For example, Nikki stated: “Students will have to think differently and
they will not be able to find the answer in the first paragraph. They will have to think
about what they’ve read and draw a conclusion from written material.” Her comment
suggests a belief that the instructional goal is for students to become reflective thinkers in
their writing and reading activities, to embrace a new outlook for reading, and to think
more intensely about what they’ve read. With the new framework in mind, Elizabeth
stated: “Students are not just learning facts, but they are making a connection between
what they’ve learned and real-life situations.” Similarly, Lena stated: “Students are
learning how to take the information they’ve learned and relate it personally.” Lydell
stated: “I want students to respond to open-ended questions instead of responding to fill
in the blank questions.” These teachers’ comments support the belief that with the new
framework students are learning how to think through and communicate ideas as they
work collaboratively with peers.
In contrast, Kathy’s response indicated the importance of students “learning basic
concepts that are essential to reading and writing so they can justify their answers.” Her
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comment and other teachers’ statements in this study, suggest the importance of students
acquiring background knowledge skills that are necessary for students to become flexible
in their thinking and becoming actively involved in the classroom activities instead of
being passive recipients of information.
Overall, four of the five teachers in this study believe that the 2006 Mississippi
Language Arts Framework-Revised places less emphasis on having students follow
simple steps or memorize facts. Teachers’ responses indicate that the new framework is
much broader and has much more depth as compared to the previous framework. With
the new framework, students are synthesizing information, interacting with their peers,
and applying what they have learned relevant to real-life situations. Teachers believe
they are not just pumping knowledge into minds of students; the classroom curriculum
requires students to integrate and apply knowledge and skills they’ve learned. These
findings are similar to Jones and Johnston (2002) who found that high-stakes testing
programs can be a driving force for implementing a more rigorous curriculum to improve
the quality of education for all students. Although four of the five teachers found the new
framework to be helpful in promoting positive changes in instructional goals, one teacher
reports little or no effect to changes made to instructional goals. The teacher’s responses
indicate actively engaging students in both the recall of information and basic reasoning
skills. This is consistent with prior research findings (Grant, 2001). Overall, these
teachers’ responses suggest that the accountability framework influences some teachers
to make changes to their instructional goals but to what extent is unclear.
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Curriculum Continuity in Reading and Language Arts
As compared to previous language frameworks, teachers believe that the 2006
Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised is a catalyst for improving the continuity
of classroom instruction. Elizabeth stated: “The frameworks are like blue prints. I know
what to teach and what children should be learning by the end of the school year.
Everything is laid out.” Her comment suggests a belief that with the new framework,
teachers arrange instruction by sequencing and emphasizing the skills and knowledge
students need to master each framework. All teachers in this study believe that the
framework can enhance instructional continuity by informing teachers of what needs to
be taught and what needs to be emphasized at each grade level. Teachers also believe
that the new framework encourages teachers to teach a set of standards at each grade
level that would not have otherwise been taught, thus bringing the framework objectives
in reach of all students.
Elementary teachers in this study remark how collaboration among elementary
teachers increases instructional continuity in the classroom. As Lydell stated: “We cover
the same curriculum at the same time, almost at the same pace” and as a result the
classroom has greater curriculum continuity because teachers are working together to
enhance the performance of students by linking student’s prior understanding to extended
ideas which are the foundation for curriculum continuity.
Overall, teachers believe that the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts FrameworkRevised can serve as a guide for the foundation students need to maintain a continuous
progress of skills throughout their primary and secondary educational career. Teachers’
responses in this study also indicate that they are working together to ensure the transfer
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of learning to help sustain the progress of students while challenging them to move
forward as they move from grade to grade.

Curriculum Framework Influences Curriculum Integration
Prior research Abrams and Madaus (2003), Koretz et al., (1996), McMillan et al.,
(1999), and Stecher et al., (2000) reveals that tested subject areas consume much of
classroom instructional time. Non-tested subject areas, such as social studies, physical
education, music, and art either receive very little instructional time or are eliminated
from the classroom curriculum altogether. In contrast, three teachers believe that the
2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised has broken the curriculum barrier of
compartmentalizing the reading and language curriculum by linking the language arts
curriculum with science, mathematics, and social studies curricula. Elementary teachers
in this study report spending an equal amount of time teaching reading, language arts,
mathematics, science, and social studies. This finding contradicts a number of
researchers such as Firestone et al., (2001), Hoffman et al., (2001), and McNeil (2000),
whose findings suggest that high-stakes testing programs place a great amount of
emphasis on reading and mathematic and neglect non-tested subject areas. However, it
does support the findings of Taylor et al., (2002) in that high-stakes testing programs
encourage teachers to integrate subject matter. Typically, the reading and language arts
instruction is allocated a certain amount of time, but with the new frameworks, Lena
stated: “I integrate the reading frameworks with science and social studies frameworks.”
Elementary teachers’ comments indicate that social studies and science are no longer
taught in isolation but are taught across the curriculum. Lydell stated: “Everything is tied
to reading, and I spend a lot of time teaching reading and writing across the curriculum.”
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Nikki stated: “Reading skills are reinforced during mathematics, social studies, and
science.” Similarly, Elizabeth’s response indicates that the framework gives students the
opportunity to make the connection between writing, reading, and mathematics. She
stated: “Reading skills are integrated within the mathematic curriculum.” These teachers’
responses make a case that the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised has
the potential to expose students to a wide range of disciplines. Teachers in this study
believe that the classroom curriculum has intensified and has given students the
opportunity to make the connection between writing, reading, thinking, and discussing
while focusing on problems relevant to real-life events.
Overall, elementary teachers believe that the curricula framework unifies
classroom instruction by integrating all subjects into a meaningful learning environment
that motivates students to learn. Teachers’ comments support the belief that the new
framework allows teachers to teach across the curriculum so teachers can focus on a
broad area of disciplines, not just tested subject areas, to provide meaningful learning
experiences so students can develop and apply skills learned in one area to another.

Instructional Planning
Usefulness of Test Results
When teachers were asked how test results from MCT2 will be used, four of the
five teachers interviewed stated that the test results from 2006 Mississippi Language Arts
Framework-Revised will be used as a road map for instructional planning to improve the
quality of classroom instruction. Nikki stated: “Test results will be the most important
factor in determining weekly planning activities and classroom instruction.” It is clear
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from teachers’ responses that using test results can be helpful for enhancing classroom
instruction. Kathy stated: “Test results will assist in identifying what areas students need
the most help and where I need to focus my instructional planning and classroom
instruction.” These findings are consistent with prior research (Borko & Stecher, 2001;
Grant, 2000) who found that test results can have a positive effect on teaching practices
by informing teachers of the skills students have learned and what skills they need to
master. In addition, Cawelti and Protheroe (2001) found that test results were helpful in
assisting teachers with structuring small tutorial study groups to focus on specific skills.
Teachers also report that test results will be used in combination with other
assessments such as teacher-made assessments and commercial reading assessments to
chart the continuous intellectual growth of students. Teachers believe that gathering test
data along with other assessment screening methods will help teachers identify the gaps
in students’ learning and assess the growth of students over time. For example, Lydell
stated: “I use test scores from year to year and teacher-made assessments to get a better
picture of how well a child has progressed.” Her comment suggests that on-going
assessment methods will allow for immediate reflection in areas students experience the
most difficulty.

Staff Development
Teachers in this study believe that students’ individual test results can also help
teachers adjust classroom instruction to suit the individual needs of the student as well as
improve a teachers’ content knowledge and teaching practices. Teachers’ responses
indicate that each year teachers analyze students’ test data from the previous year to
explore instructional strategies and make adjustments to instructional materials most
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appropriately for students to score at the advanced or proficient level. In the views of the
teachers in this study, state test results are not only a helpful assessment for teachers to
identify the gaps in students’ learning but also an effective assessment for teachers
rectifying gaps in classroom instruction.
Overall, teachers’ responses indicate that in order to meet the challenges of
cultural and individual differences, test results will be used as a teaching instrument for
instructional planning. Teachers also believe that test data will be helpful in ensuring that
the classroom curriculum is on track and in giving teachers an outline of what needs to be
accomplished in the classroom to prepare students for the state test. Taken as a whole,
teachers’ comments indicate test results can help teachers remain focused on what need
to be accomplished and how well students are responding to classroom activities.

Perceptions of Literacy Standards
Interview data also reveals that four of five teachers in this study believe that the
2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised is an influential classroom tool that
provides tangible directions and clearer expectations for instructional planning. Teachers
report using the test blue print as a pacing guide to ensure that all standards are covered
and that student are familiar with what will be tested. Kathy stated: “I use that test blue
print to determine how long I stay on a particular strand.” Similarly, Lydell stated: “I use
the framework to pace myself, so that by test date I know what I’ve covered and I know
students have been prepared adequately for the test.” The pacing strategies used by
teachers in this study suggest that the frameworks have a major impact on instruction.
Interestingly, two teachers expressed concern that the test will not be a more
effective assessment than what they are already using in the classroom. Nikki stated: “I
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first observe students to see what they can do and then based on this classroom
observation I start teaching from that point.” Kathy concurred when she stated, “I want
to give every child a fair start. Test data cannot measure what some of these children are
going through. They may have had a bad day.” Lena suggested that “good teaching”
along with test blue prints are effective for informing classroom instruction. These
teachers’ comments suggest a belief that they do not truly support the use of test data
alone to inform classroom instruction, but believe in using the professional judgment
along with test data to make informed classroom decisions.
Overall, interview data indicates that teachers in this study believe using
framework as a pacing guide ensure that all standards were covered and students were
familiar with what would be assessed. Like the previous year, teachers believe that test
results will be a catalyst in improving classroom instruction by informing teachers of
students’ strengths and weaknesses. Test data will give teachers feedback regarding
students’ performance so teachers can maximize instructional planning to improve the
quality of instruction and to determine if students are meeting state standards.

Teachers’ Perceptions of Framework Aligning
It is clear from interview data that teachers believe aligning the classroom
instruction to the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised is very important
for a number of reasons. First, it gives teachers an idea of what is being tested. As Kathy
said, “It gives me a guideline of what I need to teach” and provides an opportunity for
students to engage in meaningful learning activities. Second, it relieves the stress of what
needs to be addressed in the classroom. Nikki said, “A lot of times we as teacher feel
overwhelmed in the classroom.” Aligning classroom instruction with the framework
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“lessens the burden of what needs to be taught.” Third, teachers believe it provides
teachers with instructional support by giving teachers a description of skills, an
illustration of test items, an analysis of how the skill might be taught, and examples of
instructional activities used to teach these skills. These teachers’ comments suggest that
aligning classroom instruction to the state framework is a valuable tool for informing
classroom instruction. These findings are consistent with Fisher and Frey (2007) who
found that aligning state standards to classroom instruction is vital to improving
classroom instruction. In addition, Firestone et al., (2001) and Hoffman et al. (2001)
found that curriculum alignment does not automatically lead to an improvement in
classroom instruction and student learning. These authors suggest that aligning
classroom instruction to state standards can drive the curriculum in a negative direction
and hinder teachers from finding the most appropriate activities for meeting the diverse
needs of students. To the contrary, teachers in this study believe that the 2006
Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised demands more from students and more
from teachers, and aligning classroom curriculum with state standards can ensure that
students are mastering important concepts needed to improve their academic performance
in reading despite circumstances such as low socioeconomic status, motivation, and the
lack of parental support that are out of teachers’ control. On the whole, teachers believe
the framework provides teachers with the support needed to put into practice a wellbalanced reading program.
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Curriculum and Classroom Instruction
Impact on Non-tested Subject Areas/Activities
When teachers were asked how the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts FrameworkRevised influences the classroom content, all teachers’ responses in this study indicate
that the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised encouraged teachers to
teach all frameworks regardless of the depth or breadth of the framework. The findings
in this study concerning the narrowing of curriculum to teach only tested-content
contradict prior research (Hoffman et al., 2001; The National Council of Teachers of
English, 2006; Sandholtz et al., 2004; Stullich et al., 2006; Taylor et al., 2002; Woody et
al., 2007). These authors found that high-stakes testing programs have forced teachers to
focus solely on content that will be tested and have forced teachers to ignore content that
will not be tested. For example, Sandholtz et al., (2004) stated “If it doesn’t fit the
standards, then toss it” (p. 1188) and Stullich et al., (2006) maintain that teachers focus
on tested-subject areas to improve test scores. However, elementary teachers’ responses
in the present study indicate that content not covered on state tests is not totally
eliminated from classroom curriculum. Nikki’s comment summed this up: “Content that
does not show up on state tests receives instructional time.” Her comment suggests a
belief that that since the framework is more rigorous, all content is addressed in the
classroom. Like Elizabeth’s comment indicated, “We have to focus on both tested and
non-tested content.” Lydell stated: “We review all content in the state framework.”
These teachers’ comments indicate that in order to prepare students for state testing, the
focus of the curriculum must be on all content regardless of the depth and breadth of
curricula framework.
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Prior research (Barker, 2001; Haney, 2000; Hoffman et al., 2001; Kohn, 2003;
McNeil, 2000; NCTE, 2006; Perreault, 2000; Sandholtz et al., 2004; Shepard, 2000;
Taylor et al., 2002) found that non-academic activities, such as field trips and guest
speakers, and non-tested subjects areas, such as social studies, physical education, music,
and art, have been eliminated because of the significant amount of time teachers place on
the reading, mathematics, and language arts framework. These authors contend that
ignoring non-tested subject areas and non-academic activities could be detrimental to a
child’s education. In this study, both elementary and middle school teachers point out
that those fun activities, guest speakers, and field trips are not eliminated from classroom
curriculum. Lydell elaborated by saying that “they are delayed until later during the
school year.” A seventh-grade teacher, Lena stated: “Guest speakers and field trips are
scheduled throughout the school year and many of them are related to classroom
activities.” The responses of the elementary teachers also indicate that non-tested subject
areas receive just as much time as tested subject areas. Elizabeth stated: “Non-tested
subject areas receive just as much instructional time as tested-subject areas. All subjects
are integrated.” Nikki stated: “Reading objectives are taught across the curriculum.”
This information contradicts Kohn’s (2003) findings that students enrolled in low SES
school systems have less access to an integrated curriculum. In this study, teachers’
responses indicate students are exposed to subject areas outside of reading, language arts,
and mathematics and are exposed to non-academic activities throughout the school year.
Teachers’ responses further suggest that the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts FrameworkRevised assists teachers with incorporating skills across disciplines, and, as a result,
reduces curriculum narrowing.
128

Findings based on teachers’ views in this study contradict prior researchers
(Barker, 2001; Borko & Stecher, 2001; Haney, 2000; Hoffman et al., 2001; Jones &
Johnston, 2002; Kohn, 2003; McNeil, 2000; Perreault, 2000) who found that high-stakes
testing programs increased the amount of time spent on tested subject areas and
decreased the amount of time spent on non-tested subject areas. The responses of these
authors suggest that the relationship between assessment and classroom instruction is
moving in one direction and improving test scores has become the top priority in schools’
decisions regarding what gets taught and what get tossed. Whereas, elementary teachers
in this study report that with the Mississippi Language Art Framework-Revised they are
placing the same amount of emphasis on tested as well as non-tested subject areas.
Teachers also report integrating non-academic activities such as field trips and guest
speakers into classroom curriculum.

Teaching to the Test
A common finding in the literature review is that state standards encourage
teachers to teach to the framework with the test in mind. Data in this study are somewhat
supportive of these findings. Four of five teachers’ responses in this study indicate this
theme. Lena stated: “If students are going to pass the state test, then our curriculum must
reflect the content being assessed.” Elizabeth explained: “If teaching the framework
shows students are knowledgeable, then it might be worth the effort. It might be all it
takes to improve the self-esteem of some students.” These findings are consistent with
prior research (Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Firestone et al., 2001; Kober, 2002;
Stecher et al., 2000) which found that teaching to the test can bring about positive results.
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For example, as Everson states: “Teaching to the test is the right thing to do as long as it
measures what you are supposed to learn” (Bushweller, 1997, p. 22).
In this study, Nikki and Lydell’s responses indicate that teaching the framework
has some shortcomings. For example, Nikki’s response indicated that “teaching to the
test has the potential to dwindle away at the innovation of classroom instruction over
time.” Lydell’s response indicated that teaching the curriculum can “limit a child’s
cognitive behavior and narrow the focus to a certain set of skills.” Lydell and Elizabeth’s
responses also indicate teaching the framework not only narrow students’ knowledge
repertoire but also puts students at a disadvantage when taking the state test. For
example, there are many forms of the state test, and if teachers are not using words
interchangeably or restating how questions could be asked, then test scores of students
are not going to reflect their true achievement level. These findings are consistent with
prior research (Jones & Egley, 2004; Kohn, 2003; Lynn, 2000; Passman, 2001; Popham,
2001) which found that teaching to the curriculum could distort the true measure of
student achievement by focusing on content skills relevant to state tests and does not
reflect a well-rounded classroom curriculum. For example, Lynn found Florida teachers
“acknowledge that devoting writing classes to state tests prompts did not prepare students
for real-world writing” (p. 48). These teachers’ responses indicate that caution must be
taken when teaching content knowledge when preparing students for state tests.
Overall, interview data reveals that three of the five teachers believe that teaching
to the curriculum can be the foundation in which the learning of students is supported and
can be the foundation in which teachers determine if they are teaching what the state has
identified as the most important knowledge students need to learn. In spite of this
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opportunity, two of the five teachers are concerned that teaching the new curriculum, like
the previous curriculum, will become a routine and limit some of the skills students need
to learn.

Instructional Pressure
Although teachers acknowledge that the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts
Framework-Revised has brought about many changes to the current classroom
curriculum, one major concern from two of the five teachers in this study is that not all
students have acquired the skills needed to engage in critical thinking activities. Teachers
believe assisting students with this transition requires a great deal of one-on-one studentteacher and student-parent time. Similar findings were reported by James (2003), who
states that all students can learn but not all students learn at the same pace. This finding
suggests a belief that teachers may experience a great deal of pressure while
implementing a new set of standards without help from parents and the local school
district.
Teachers in this study also reported being frustrated over whether to move on or
take more time to reinforce, or re-teach, the frameworks that students do not quite master.
They feel pressured to keep track with the new framework while finding a balance with
meeting the academic needs of all students. Elizabeth explained the frustration teachers
experience on a daily basic with balancing a classroom curriculum with the academic
needs of students. She stated:
At times I don’t know whether to slow down so that students can master a set of
frameworks or to move forward and cover a new set of frameworks. Sometimes,
I find it very difficult to know what to do.
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Lena clearly articulated the frustration in this quote: “At times I feel like some of the
students are going to be left behind. There is no way to cover all of the objectives if I
linger too long on one objective.” These teachers’ responses suggest a belief that many
students have problems in reading, and with the new framework teachers are not able to
offer students additional reading instruction during regular classroom activity.
As a result of instructional pressure, teachers feel powerless when it comes to
meeting the needs of students who cannot grasp the content in a timely manner. These
findings mirror those in other states with high-stakes testing programs (Barksdale-Ladd
& Thomas, 2000; Costigan, 2002; Shen, 1997). These authors questioned the reason for
a test to determine school quality when the creativity of teachers is brought to a halt.
Both elementary and middle school teachers’ concerns summarize the influence state
testing programs have on the self-efficacy of students. Teachers believe that to increase
the self-efficacy of students, students must be given the time to revise their work from the
feedback or praise they receive from teachers.
Overall, interview data and classroom observations reveal that teachers believe
they are putting forth great efforts to improve the academic performance of all students.
However, problems arise when students do not have the necessary skills to master the
2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised in a timely manner, and, as a result,
teachers become frustrated over whether they have adequately prepared students for the
state test based their on academic performance. Teachers believe that expecting students
to acquire skills and knowledge needed to master framework objectives in a year’s time is
unrealistic. As mentioned earlier, all students are not on the same level and cannot be
expected to master framework at the same pace. This is consistent with prior research
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(James, 2003; Jones & Egley, 2004). These studies found that the fast pace of the
curriculum can hinder students from making progress. Teachers in this study believe that
finding a balance between meeting the requirements on state test and teaching reading
standards to show growth each school year can be overwhelming at times.

Narrows Classroom Curriculum and Impacts Teachers’ Creativity
A number of researchers (Costigan, 2002; Jones et al., 1999; Public Agenda,
2002; Sandholtz et al., 2004) found that high-stakes testing programs limit teachers’
opportunities to teach in creative ways and restrain teachers from developing
developmentally appropriate activities in the classroom. The response of one teacher
confirms these findings. Kathy, one of the teachers interviewed stated: “I have less
freedom in what I choose to teach and the frameworks have eliminated the creativity of
teaching.” Her comment suggests a belief that the pressures of state tests have limited the
legitimacy in the classroom. This finding is consistent with findings in a study conducted
by Woody et al (2007) who found that 50% of teachers surveyed reported that highstakes testing programs inhibit teachers from teaching in a creative manner, and 35% of
teachers agreed that teaching was no longer fun because of the emphasis placed on state
tests.
In summary, teachers in this study believe that 2006 Mississippi Language Arts
Framework-Revised is useful for advancing instruction, assessing the performance of
students, teaching a more integrated curriculum, and informing teachers what needs to be
covered during instruction. In spite of these findings, teachers’ responses also indicate
that all students cannot master the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised,
as designed in a timely manner. If the goal is to achieve proficiency in reading, language
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arts, and mathematics by 2014, then more time is needed for some schools and districts to
ensure that every child achieves proficiency, especially in schools who are struggling
with meeting the basic standards. Many students in low-performing schools lack many of
the skills needed to complete critical thinking activities. Teachers report that the new
framework and reading and language arts skills are integrated across the curriculum.
This integration will allow enough time for students to achieve mastery and at the same
time include some of non-tested courses such as social studies. This interview data
indicates that more research is needed to address the inconsistencies that exist in the
amount of time teachers need to implement the new framework and to meet more
rigorous standards.

Addressing Research Question 3: How do elementary and middle school teachers
prepare students for end-of-year reading and language arts state test?
After analyzing interviews and classroom observations, two major themes
emerge. The first theme that emerges is the methods and materials teachers use to
prepare students for state tests. The second theme that emerges from interview data and
classroom observations is the test preparation activities teachers use to boost students’
self-confidence and to familiarize students with test format. The next section will
examine how teachers prepare students for state tests.

Methods for preparing students for state tests
Classroom Assessment Methods
Interviews and observations reveal teachers are making meaningful changes to
assessment methods used in the classroom as a result of the 2006 Mississippi Language
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Arts Framework-Revised. During the school visits, four of the five teachers in this
study’s observations reveal teachers are no longer exclusively relying on worksheets and
teacher-made tests as assessment methods to determine if students are mastering the
content but are integrating authentic assessment methods, such as literature journal
writing activities, peer evaluations for group activities, and rubric assessments to assess
critical thinking, problem solving, and writing skills of students in the classroom. When
interviewed after class, Lena reported using independent journal writing activities to
improve the writing competency of students. She stated: “Journal writing has been
helpful in teaching students how to synthesize information.” Following the same concern
Elizabeth reported using rubric assessment to “improve the writing abilities of students.”
Lydell stated: “With rubrics students learn what standards will be assessed and during
group activities they can apply the standards to see how they really work.” Similarly
Nikki stated: “Rubric assessment makes writing activities easier for students to
understand what skills they need to know.” These assessment methods are viewed by
both elementary and middle school teachers as a major component of the grading process
for evaluating the performance of students. In the opinions of these teachers and
confirmed during school visits, each assignment is viewed as an active part of the
learning process and provides teachers with insight into what materials and approaches
will better promote the literacy development of each child. These findings are consistent
with findings in studies conducted by several researchers (Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas,
2000; Grant, 2000; and James, 2003) who found that high-stakes testing programs can be
an effective means for linking assessment practices with state standards. Similar findings
were also found in Kentucky. For example, Koretz et al., (2001) found that teachers in
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Kentucky changed their assessment practices to reflect the district’s portfolio assessment
program.
Although four of the five teachers in this study believe that the 2006 Mississippi
Language Arts Framework-Revised has influenced the way they assess the performance
of students, Kathy reported using some of the “same assessment methods used over the
years” to assess the performance of students in reading and language arts classrooms.
Her comment suggests little or no change to classroom assessment methods. During the
classroom visit, I observed Kathy using traditional assessment methods such as teachermade skills tests, commercial reading tests, and worksheets to prepare students for the
reading and language arts state test. This finding was supported by several researchers
(Jones et al., 1999; Schorr and Firestone, 2001; Yarbrough, 1999) who found that highstakes testing programs had no influence on the type of assessments teachers use in the
classroom to assess the academic performance of students as they master objectives. A
typical day in the classroom for Kathy illustrates that traditional assessment methods may
be the most appropriate method to address the learning style and background of the
students in this particular classroom.
Overall, interview and observation data indicate that several teachers are
rethinking and changing the way they assess the performance of students in reading and
language arts classes at both the elementary and middle school level. Data from
observations and post observation interviews reveal four of the five teachers in this study
are placing more emphasis on authentic assessment methods such as rubric assessments,
problem-based learning, and journal writing activities. This suggests that the 2006
Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised influences teacher to use authentic
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assessments methods to assess the academic progress of students’ performance toward
the mastery of curricula framework. However, not all teachers changed the way students
were assessed. Observation and interview data from one teacher with five years of
teaching experience reveal traditional assessment methods such as teacher-made tests,
pop quizzes, commercial assessments, and worksheets to assess the performance of
students were widely used.

Classroom Instructional Practices
When teachers were asked to explain any changes to classroom instructional
practices that occurred as a result of the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts FrameworkRevised and the MCT2, Nikki, Lena, Lydell, and Elizabeth reported an increase in
collaborative learning groups. These teachers believe that the changes to instructional
practices allow students to capitalize on previously learned skills and developing new
skills. For example, Lydell stated: “Students are going beyond the textbook and are
participating in group activities that encourage cooperative and collaborative learning in
the classroom.” Lena stated: “As students participate in small collaborative groups, they
are developing higher-order thinking skills through the questions they create and the
discussion that follows.” Nikki explained the benefits of the new framework by stating,
“The new framework takes into consideration everything. You have to focus on basic
skills as well as focus on higher-order thinking skills.” These teachers’ responses suggest
a belief that the new curriculum framework influences teachers to move away from solely
focusing on direct teaching instruction to integrating classroom activities that promote
collaborative learning groups to solve authentic learning activities. These findings are
consistent with prior research (Herman, & Dietel, 2005; Phelps, 2003; Thernstrom &
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Thernstrom, 2003; U. S. Department of Education, 2002) who found that when basic
skills and higher-order thinking skills are integrated it provokes both intricate and
meaningful thinking patterns for students that encourage the growth of the mental
abilities of students.
Although several teachers in this study report changes to instructional practices
such as collaborative learning groups, one teacher reports no change. The response of
Kathy indicated that the new framework is in proximity to current instructional practices.
She stated: “The new framework is nothing new. It is all about students acquiring and
mastering certain skills, and I have always taught that way. The only difference is a few
words.” For Kathy, the teacher’s primary role is to help students acquire basic
information and skills through modeling, drilling, and practicing the rote learning of facts
and definitions. These findings are consistent with Yarbrough (1999) and Shapiro &
Stefkovich (2001) in that high stakes testing programs may not have a substantial
influence on some teachers’ instructional practices. Teachers make sense of frameworks
in different ways and for Kathy making sure classroom instruction is aligned to state test
is not a compelling reason to change her current instructional practices.
In general, interview and observation data reveal most teachers in this study are
embracing new and different instructional methods of teaching since the 2006 Mississippi
Language Arts Framework-Revised. Three of the five teachers now engage students in
classroom activities, such as cooperative learning tasks and collaborative learning groups
that promote a more thought-provoking curriculum, unlike the previous school year.
However, one teacher reports little change to classroom instructional practices as a result
of the new framework. As Firestone et al., (1998), Koretz et al., (2001), Swanson and
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Steverson (2002) suggest, not all teachers respond to high-stakes testing programs in the
same manner. Teachers as the professional decision-makers in the classroom decide
what instructional approaches are best suitable for improving the academic performance
of all students.

Instructional Approaches
The instructional approaches teachers used to prepare students for the reading and
language arts end-of-year state test were observed and recorded. Observation data
revealed the most common instructional approaches used by Lena, Nikki, and Elizabeth,
were student-centered instructional approaches. These teachers spent a great deal of time
actively moving around the classroom offering timely feedback to students while they
participated in group activities. In their classroom, students were observed taking an
active role in the learning process and working at different levels of Webb’s DOK. The
flexibility of student-centered activities accommodated students’ learning styles. Group
activities allowed students to make important classroom decisions about their academic
abilities and held students accountable for their learning. On the other hand, the primary
delivery of classroom instructions in Kathy’s classroom was teacher-centered. There
were no group activities for students to foster accountability for classroom learning and
to reason abstractly. Lydell was observed using a combination of student-centered and
teacher-centered teaching approaches to prepare for end-of-year state tests.

Observations
In Lena’s classroom students were actively engaged in collaborative learning
groups. Six reading groups consisting of at least four students were formed by the self139

selection method. Each group chose his or her own novel to read, and each group
member was responsible for a part of the small group discussion. In this way, the teacher
was assured of interaction between students and the communication needed to foster
students’ learning.
In a shared learning activity, students had the opportunity to engage not only in
peer discussion and to accept responsibility for their own learning but also to become
critical thinkers through reading and writing activities. For example, journal writing
activity encouraged students to give their personal opinions of the characters, to identify
one character they admired, to describe the quality they most valued and to explain why it
was important. Another journal writing activity required students to write a private
journal entry of how the story related to them. In addition, students were also required to
summarize by rewriting the ending of the story. Open group discussion inspired lively
discussion among some of the groups as students asked peers with opposing views to
share their written responses. The focus of the classroom instruction was active
engagement not the accumulation of skills and knowledge. Lena’s observation reveals a
supportive learning environment that held students accountable for their learning. The
classroom environment was inclusive of each student’s understandings of the content.
In Nikki’s classroom, student-centered instructional approaches dominated the
classroom activities. The focus of instruction was small-group and active learning
activities. The classroom activity offered students the opportunity to think about the
knowledge they had gained and to integrate reading and writing skills they had learned to
complete the task. Students were also asked to use charts, graphs, and diagrams as part
of the group activity. Each group member had a specific role in completing the work.
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The teacher moved around the classroom to assist groups as needed. Once the group
work was completed, each group was required to reflect on the group project through a
journal writing activity as well as give a mini-lecture. The presentation of students’ work
was part of students’ assessment. In this observation, great emphasis was placed on
students’ ability to reason abstractly and gain visual-perception of the activity. Students
increased their ability to gather information through group activity that consisted of
responses, questions, and comments.
When I visited Elizabeth’s classroom, students had just completed their
participation in a silent reading activity. Once the silent reading assignment was
completed, for the remainder of the class period, Elizabeth introduced an activity that
required students to integrate science concepts with reading and language arts skills.
Students were required to write a three page report. Before students were divided into
groups, the teacher noted skills needed to write an effective report and outlined key
science concepts that needed to be included in the report. In addition, the teacher also
used the science chapter to help students identify how the text was organized into
paragraphs. To help students with organizing paragraphs, the teacher introduced a group
activity where students were asked to unscramble a set of paragraphs and to make a list of
the main point from each paragraph. At the end of group activity, each student was
required to summarize his or her thoughts of the activity in a journal writing activity and
share with peers. This observation reveals content instruction was provided to ensure that
all students could successfully master the activity. Students took an active role in the
learning process and the lesson activity provided opportunities for students’ input,
responses, and comments. In Lydell’s classroom a combination of teacher-centered and
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student-centered instructional approaches were used to prepared students for the reading
and language arts state test. When I visited Lydell’s classroom, Lydell was reading aloud
to students. During the read-aloud activity, students were able to choose the way they
felt most comfortable listening. For example, one student was observed reclining on a
love seat, one was observed sitting on a bean-bag, and another student was observed
sitting in a rocking chair.
After the reading circle activity, students were assigned a journal activity that
required them to write their reactions to the story. The journal writing activity led to a
group activity that reinforced the higher-order thinking activity. For example, during the
group activity students were asked to explain their journal writing to peers to challenge
each other’s ideas.
After the group activity was completed, the teacher engaged students in a teachercentered lecture-discussion activity to reinforce concepts and skills that students needed
to know in order to master framework objectives. Throughout the entire classroom
activity, the teacher redirected any comments students made that showed
misunderstanding of the concepts. The classroom activity involved a great deal of
discussion such as interchanges of questions and answers between the teacher and the
students.
In Kathy’s classroom the focus of classroom instruction was teacher-centered
direct instruction. At the beginning of the class period, students participated in a warmup activity reflective of practice MCT2 test-items. Kathy spent the next 10 minutes
reviewing students’ answers as students justified their answers. For the remainder of the
class period, students were involved in listening to the teacher’s lecture, going over
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homework, and taking notes the teacher had written on the chalkboard so that students
could complete the homework assignment. If students did not understand a concept, the
teacher would re-teach or restate the objective. Students’ participation was minimal with
questions and responses very short. After the classroom lecture, students completed a
worksheet independently.
When asked about the little emphasis place on Webb’s DOK at level 3 in the
classroom, Kathy stated: “This group of students needs a lot of basic skills practice, a lot
of test preparation practice, and a lot of reinforcement to maintain skills. They will not
be able to master higher-order thinking skills without these skills.” This finding mirrors
Mitchell (1997) who asserted “if the accountability system looks at scores to judge school
effectiveness, you can’t take your eyes off of basic skills” (p. 263). This post-observation
interview reveals that Kathy was interested in students grasping concepts and gaining
confidence in their abilities to learn and to do the work. She starts classroom activities
with simple activities to introduce the concept and then structures classroom lecture in a
manner in which students believed they could succeed in learning the assignment. This
observation reveals the lesson flow in Kathy’s classroom was always predictable leaving
very little room for unexpected topics. She modeled desired outcomes with little or no
room for student-centered activities. This could suggest that once students obtain
information then it could be internalized to promote critical thinking skills.
Overall, observations revealed that all teachers in this study appeared to have a
balance in the instructional approaches to prepare students for the end-of-year reading
and language arts test. Lydell and Kathy engaged students in teacher-directed instruction,
reviewed homework, and engaged students in independent work activity such as
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completing worksheets in class or at home. Lena, Nikki, and Elizabeth incorporated
small group activities where students worked in groups to complete assignments while
teachers took the role of the facilitator/observer. All teachers had teacher-led activity
where students completed a warm-up activity that was similar to the format and test
content of MCT2 and students received feedback regarding their responses.

Instructional Materials
During the school visits, observations reveal teachers using some of the same
instructional materials used the previous year. For example, Lydell, Kathy, Nikki, and
Elizabeth was observed using materials, such as practice test items released by the
Mississippi Department of Education, test preparation material such as Buckle Down
(Haights Cross Communications, 2008) and supplementary materials from textbooks to
prepare students for state tests. These same teachers used test preparation materials as a
resource for meaningful activities as outlined by Webb’s DOK throughout the classroom
observation. For example, during the classroom activity, Lydell was observed using
supplementary materials during a warm-up activity to introduce concepts similar to items
on the state test.
Interview data provide support to the effectiveness of using instructional materials
to prepare students for state tests. Kathy stated: “Practice tests give students the
opportunity to practice that skill once again.” Similarly, Lena reported reviewing
“passages that are similar to MCT2 give students an idea of the knowledge and skills that
will be assessed on state tests.” Based on practice tests and sample items teachers have
seen, Nikki’s comment captured the satisfaction teachers have with supplementary
materials that are compatible with state tests. She stated: “Test preparation materials
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distributed by the district are research-based and have been helpful with addressing the
needs of all students and reinforcing the framework. The materials hit the framework
exactly.” Lydell’s response indicated that supplementary materials are helpful for
teaching the framework. She stated: “Supplementary materials give me another
opportunity to re-teach some of the objectives more in depth.” These teachers’ responses
indicate the importance of teachers using supplementary materials as a resource to
enhance authentic learning activities to meet the needs of diverse learners in the
classroom. This contradicts prior findings (Costigan, 2002; McNeil, 2000; Perreault,
2000; Taylor et al., 2002; Yarbrough, 1999) who found that test preparation materials
were used as a pre-prescribed curriculum that teachers use in the classroom to prepare
students for state tests leaving little time for authentic learning activities. Teachers in this
study believe that instructional materials used to prepare students for end-of-year test
have encouraged students to engage in the teaching and learning environment.

Textbooks
Three of the five teachers in this study was observed supplementing instruction
with standards-aligned textbooks during observations. Interview data show that these
teachers believe in the effectiveness of using standards-aligned textbooks to help them
implement the new framework. Nikki stated: “The new Ginn Reading Series has practice
test items that are based on the new frameworks. The series also gives teachers ideas of
how to teach each framework objective at different levels and give helpful hints on how
to help the struggling reader.” Her response indicates a strong belief in using standardsaligned textbooks to relieve some of the stress teachers may encounter and as a resource
for teachers to use in accommodating students’ differences.
145

Trade books
Interview and observation data also reveal that teachers are not limited to using
textbooks and supplementary test preparation materials to prepare students for the state
test. Observations data show teachers spending a great deal of time using trade books to
encourage students to read from a variety of genres. During post-observation interview,
Lena’s indicated that using trade books is not only essential to helping teachers
individualize classroom reading programs to help students become skilled readers and
writers but also essential to making classroom activities more meaningful for students.
In general, with the implementation of the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts
Framework-Revised, teachers in this study report making changes in assessment methods
and instructional strategies used to prepare students for state test. Interview and
observations reveal teachers using some of the same instructional materials as previous
school year, but the focus of these materials is to develop meaningful learning activities.
These findings contradict prior research where it was found that high-stakes testing
programs prevent teachers from using inventive instructional materials in the classroom
to make classroom activities more meaningful to students (Costigan, 2002; McNeil,
2000; Perreault, 2000; Taylor et al., 2002; Yarbrough, 1999). In general, teachers in this
study report integrating computer technology and trade books to make classroom
instruction more rewarding for students and to create a balance between learning
objectives to promote the intellectual abilities of students. The assessment methods,
materials, and instructional strategies selected by teachers are used to promote a balance
in the reading and language arts classroom curriculum to support the framework and
accountability system.
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Test-taking Strategies
Interview and observation data reveal teachers are integrating a variety of testtaking strategies during classroom instruction to prepare students for state assessments.
Some of the strategies include instructing students on how to organize their responses,
how to eliminate incorrect answers to make an intelligent guess, how to pick out key
words and concepts, and how to pace themselves throughout the test. During postobservation interview, Lena’s responses indicated that test-taking strategies can benefit
some students and practicing for the state test is an opportunity for all students to develop
skills that are essential for the mastery of the framework, particularly for “low achieving
students and special needs students.” Lydell and other teachers’ responses indicate the
belief that test-taking strategies eliminate some of the roadblocks students may encounter.
These findings are consistent with prior findings (Firestone et al., 2001; Herman &
Dietel, 2005; Kober, 2002) that test-taking strategies can be instrumental in supporting
positive changes in students’ perception of the test.
Nikki believes that test preparation activities are very important to helping
students become familiar with the new format of MCT2. She stated that one of the
biggest challenges for third graders is “transferring their answers to an answer sheet
instead of marking answers in the test booklet.” Elizabeth reported spending a great deal
of time instructing third graders how to fill out answer sheets and how to keep track
without getting off line. To help familiarize students with the test format, Lydell reported
“Developing bubble sheets to orient students to the standard feature of the test.” These
teachers’ comments suggest that familiarizing students with test format and instructing
students, on how to complete an answer sheet is vital to helping students understand the
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mechanics of the test and vital in reducing the amount of stress, frustration, and fatigue
students may psychologically experience as the result of the new test.
In sum, teachers report using some of the same test-taking strategies to prepare
students for state tests as the previous year. Test-taking strategies are viewed by teachers
in this study as an important activity, in making students feel confident in their ability to
achieve satisfactory performance on the state test.

Time Devoted to Test Preparation Activities
A concern most frequently cited among schools and districts is the amount of time
needed to prepare students for state tests (Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Hoffman et
al., 2001; Jones & Johnston, 2002; Kozol, 2005). These authors found that test
preparation activities consume a great deal of classroom instructional time. For example,
one study in Texas found that teachers spent about 8 to 10 hours a week on test
preparation activities (Hoffman et al., 2001). During post-observation interviews,
teachers were asked how much time they devote to test preparation activities to prepare
students for MCT2. Four of the five teachers’ responses indicate test-taking instruction is
incorporated within regular classroom curriculum and reinforced throughout the school
year. This finding is consistent with prior research by Miyasaka (2000), who found that
good test preparation practices should be incorporated all through the school year, not
just a few weeks prior to taking state assessment. In this study, Nikki stated: “Test
preparation activities consumed as much as six or seven months of classroom
instruction.” Lena stated: “I stress to students the importance of the test through the
school year.” Elizabeth stated: “The majority of this school year was spent instructing
students on test format and test-taking skills.” Lydell echoed similar sentiments of giving
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students practice tests that resemble the test format of MCT2 “every Thursday to help
students feel comfortable with the state test.” These teachers’ responses indicate the
importance of teachers assessing students’ performance toward the framework
throughout the school year. However, one eighth-grade teacher reports placing emphasis
on test preparation activities and test-taking skills instruction just six to eight weeks
before the test date. Kathy reported spending several days before the test date “giving
students commercially produced practice tests, worksheets, and practice test items” to
give students practice with what will be on the test. These findings are consistent with
Linn (2000), who found that test preparation activities can be placed on a scale ranging
from appropriate to inappropriate depending on the focus of the instruction. Based on
these findings teachers in this study feel that test preparation activities are appropriate for
preparing students for end-of-year testing. Teachers’ responses suggest that one reason
students perform poorly on state tests is the lack of test preparation activities.
Implementing test preparation activities can improve students’ confidence as well as
improve their skills and abilities needed to take the test.
In summary, interview data reveals that a majority of the teachers in this study
made changes in the way they assessed and prepared students for the MCT2. Teachers’
responses indicate that they are placing more emphasis on higher-order thinking skills
through classroom assessment methods and test preparation activities to prepare student
for a more rigorous classroom curriculum. Teachers believe that the new frameworks
emphasize a more rigorous curriculum that focuses on conceptual knowledge and
students’ abilities to apply knowledge than the previous year. Overall, teachers are fully
aware of the new framework and believe that they do not have to experience the
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repercussions of not having sufficient resources to prepare students for the new state test
because of the supporting materials provided by the district.
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CHAPTER V
SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS

Summary and Discussion
This study examines the impact MCT2 has on reading and language arts
classroom instruction in Mississippi. In this study, elementary and middle school
teachers’ perceptions of accountability and its effects on classroom practices were
examined through qualitative research methods in the form of interview data and
classroom observations to answer the following research questions: (a) What are reading
and language arts teachers’ perceptions of accountability? (b) What are teachers’
perceptions of the influence of state testing on reading and language arts classroom
instruction? and (c) How do elementary and middle school teachers prepare students for
end-of-year reading and language arts state test? This chapter includes a summary of
conclusions drawn from the study, discussion and recommendations for further research,
as well as implications for practice.
Several teachers believe that accountability is effective for enhancing classroom
instructional practices. Improvements to the curriculum include an increased emphasis
on writing instruction, rubric-based evaluation, project-based instruction, and
collaborative learning groups. Teachers in this study believe that with the 2006
Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised students engage in activities that lead to
more critical thinking activities than they did when using the previous framework. Such
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findings are in opposition to prior research (Firestone et al., 2001; Hochachild and
Scovronick, 2003; Hoffman et al., 2001; Jones et al., 1999; McNeil, 2000; Mitchell,
1997; Newkirk, 2003; Paris & Urdan, 2000; Passman, 2001; Public Agneda, 2002; Rapp,
2002; Sandholtz et al., 2004; Taylor et al., 2002; Wideen et al., 1997) which found that
high-stakes testing programs lead teachers to place more emphasis on lower-level
cognitive thinking skills and ignore inquiry-based activities to prepare students for state
tests. One possible explanation to teachers in this study who place an increased emphasis
on writing instruction, rubric-based evaluation, and collaborative learning groups’
instruction is the alignment of the classroom curriculum to state standards. To address
parallelism of content and cognitive levels, MDE adopted Webb’s DOK model of
alignment. Unlike the previous framework, the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts
Framework-Revised incorporated a much greater emphasis on students engaging in
activities that lead to more critical thinking and problem-solving activities.
Findings from this study reveal that elementary teachers in Mississippi are placing
more emphasis on cross-integration of subject areas. Teachers believe that integration of
disciplines decreases the narrowing of the curriculum and gives students a well-rounded
education as well as teachers an opportunity to engage in more in-depth classroom
curriculum. Such findings contradict many studies (Hoffman et al., 2001; James, 2003;
Jones et al., 1999; Jones & Egley, 2004; McGuire, 2007; McMillan et al., 1999; Stecher
et al. 2000; Stullich et al., 2006; Yarbrough, 1999) that support the argument that because
of the pressure for schools to improve test scores, the classroom curriculum is narrowed
to focus on tested subject areas. One possible explanation to elementary teachers who
place more emphasis on cross-integration of subject areas is the application of Webb’s
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DOK to curriculum standards. Webb’s DOK has a range of knowledge expressed within
each standard (Webb, 1999), and it gives teachers more flexibility and guidance in
planning. As a result, students are extending their thinking in subjects such as
mathematics, social studies, and science.
Despite overall support for accountability, each teacher in this study believes that
test scores should not be used as the sole measure of school quality. Each teacher’s
response indicates standardized tests such as MCT2 fail to consider extraneous variables
beyond the teachers’ control when determining school quality. These variables include
parental support, cognitive abilities, motivation and interest level of students, and socioeconomic status. Teachers believe that these variables must be considered to address
school quality effectively. Many of the teachers in this study maintain that standardized
test scores alone lack the capability to comprehensively assess school quality. These
findings are consistent with prior studies (Flinders, 2005; Kohn, 2003; Kozol, 2005; Linn,
2000) which established that extraneous variables work against schools and districts,
particularly low-performing schools, to achieve AYP because of the disparities that exist
in many communities. Other negative effects teachers’ responses indicated were an
increase in the dropout rate among students in low-performing schools and a decrease in
the morale of students.
One teacher in this study maintains that accountability diminishes teachers’
creativity. This conclusion is consistent with some prior findings (Barker, 2001; DarlingHammond, 2004; Firestone et al., 1998; Gordon & Reese, 1997; Haney, 2000; Hoffman
et al., 2001; Linn, 2000; McNeil & Valenzuela, 2000) that stated accountability can
narrow the curriculum and inhibit teachers from using certain instructional practices.
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However, several teachers believe that with the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts
Frameworks-Revised students are exposed to more authentic activities.
This study sought to gain a better understanding of the effects of state testing on
schools and districts in Mississippi. The next section provides a more in-depth discussion
and analysis of the implications of these findings.

Teachers’ Perceptions of Accountability
Positive Effects
As noted in chapters two and four, teachers believe that accountability can
improve the quality of education for schools and districts by ensuring that every child is
exposed to the same rigorous curriculum framework that includes critical thinking,
problem-solving, and a deeper understanding of framework objectives regardless of his or
her socio-economic or ethnic background. This study suggests that the Mississippi
Accountability System (2005) brings the educational needs of all students in line with the
requirements of NCLB by holding schools and districts accountable for the performance
of students. The results of this study are significant because prior reforms such as
EASEA failed to hold schools and districts accountable for student achievement
(Education Commission of States, 2000; Wenning et al., 2002). Findings of this study
indicate that teachers believe that the effects of educational inequalities that exist in
schools are being mitigated by exposing all students to a set of educational standards that
are more rigorous and complex than previous reforms.

154

Data from the current study are consistent with prior research (Phelps, 2003;
Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003) in that standardized testing programs have the potential
to improve educational standards for all students by requiring all schools to decrease the
inequality by assessing student achievement through a standardized testing program that
identifies the strengths and weaknesses of all students. Teachers in this study believe that
the current accountability system has the potential to provide the infrastructure needed to
close the achievement gaps and improve the literacy development of all students. The
NCLB requires schools and districts to assess students in reading, language arts, and
mathematics to ensure that students are learning. This means that standardized testing
programs have the potential to be beneficial in providing a quality education to all
students, particularly for low-performing students and students with disabilities. One
implication of this study is that the current accountability system has the potential for
holding schools and districts to a set of standards for improving the educational system
for students to receive an exceptional education regardless of their SES in a global
market.

Negative Effects
Findings from the present study indicate that the one-size-fits-all system of
accountability used to assess school quality may put some schools at risk of being
classified as in need of improvement due to the performance of special needs students.
This finding suggests that many schools will have a difficult time meeting AYP
requirements if the test results of students with disabilities are included in the
accountability formula and calculated in the same manner as regular education students.
In this study, teachers’ responses are consistent with other researchers (Hoffman et al.,
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2001; Kohn, 2000; Pedulla et al., 2003; Stecher et al., 2000) who argue against including
these students in state testing programs because of their lack of fundamental knowledge
and skills needed to master framework objectives. These authors’ justification for not
including students such as students with disabilities in the state testing program was that
standardized tests do not accurately measure the achievement of these particular students.
Teachers in this study believe that schools do not create the dissimilarities students bring
to school. Ensuring that students with disabilities meet the same academic requirements
is not a formula for excellence because these students, like so many other students, bring
with them different abilities, aptitudes, and interests that influence student achievement.
I infer from these findings that individual differences in the classroom must be
recognized as a factor that affects test scores. Much of what students learn is out of the
control of teachers and if teachers are going to be held accountable, they want to be held
accountable for the role they play above the innate ability of students, the motivation of
students, and what students did or did not learn the previous year. What the findings of
this study add to prior research (Abrams & Haney, 2004; Abrams & Madaus, 2003;
Grant, 2001) in the area of the impact of using test scores alone to determine school
quality is the importance of states using other alternative methods to calculate the
performance of special needs student. The findings of this study also add the importance
of states creating accountability system that include students’ growth in achievement.
Adopting these recommendations would decrease the probability of schools and districts
being classified as “in need of improvement” due to the low performance of students with
disabilities. These recommendations would also communicate to teachers that students’
growth is important.
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The clearest finding in this study emphasizes that teachers believe that test scores
alone should not be used to assess school quality. Findings suggest that extraneous
variables such as families’ difficulties, socio-economic status, parental support, the
cognitive ability, and motivational levels of students can significantly impact test scores
in a negative direction. Perhaps variables such as students’ cultural background and
students’ efforts to address life stressors outside of school decrease the effectiveness of
using test scores for assessing school quality. This finding was expected because prior
research (Flinders, 2005; Hoffman et al., 2001; Kohn, 2003; Kozol, 2005; Popham, 1999;
NCTE, 2006) reveals the complexity of using test scores to determine school quality.
These authors maintain that factors such as poverty levels, intellectual abilities, and prior
educational attainment can impact student achievement. Based on findings from this
study, teachers in the classroom also believe that schools and districts cannot rise above
the consequences of extraneous variables based on a set of standardized test scores.
Clearly, all teachers in this study believe that test scores are only one indicator of student
achievement and using standardized test scores such as MCT2 does not provide enough
information to address the societal and familial issues that exist in public schools. This
finding speaks to the inflexibility of using test scores to hold teachers accountable for
student achievement. Furthermore, this study suggests if test scores are going to be used
to assess school quality, then other assessments such as portfolio assessments, teachers’
opinions, or drop out rates might provide a more comprehensive profile of student
achievement.
Although implementing these recommendations would help reduce teachers’
concerns, utilizing alternative assessments such as portfolio evaluations alone may not
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yield the reliability and validity needed to accurately measure the performance of
students on a consistent basis. Further research is needed to explore other comprehensive
assessments and methods that can be used to measure the performance of students
yielding the same reliability and validity as standardized tests to include in an
accountability system. For example, to enhance the assessment system, schools and
districts may incorporate standardized test scores along with a student’s grade-point
average or a student’s school attendance records to measure his or her achievement.
Incorporating comprehensive assessments and methods would ease the over-emphasis on
using test scores to determine school quality.

Impact of Accountability on Teachers
Prior literature suggests that the more experience teachers have the more reluctant
they are to accept feedback from administrators as they adapt to curriculum reforms.
However, this was not the case in this study for teachers with more than 25 five years of
teaching experience. These teachers’ responses indicate a willingness to embrace
changes and adapt to feedback from the building principal. This finding may be due to
professional teaching experience, a teacher’s belief about educational reforms, or a
teacher’s belief of how a child learns. Additionally, other indicators may include
patience, or it may be that teachers with more than 20 years of teaching experience may
know better how to manage anxiety or stress in regards to the principal asking them to try
out different teaching methodologies, or experienced teachers may have already
established a curriculum that integrated ideas of the building principal.
At this point in time, it appears that one less experienced teacher seemed to
encounter a significant amount of stress and anxiety from the building principal to use
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teaching methodology that conflicted with her professional beliefs of developmentally
appropriate activities than with teachers who had more than 25 years of teaching
experience. This observation suggests that Kathy did not show resistance to the reform,
but she did hesitate to use a certain type of methodology as her primary form of teaching.
This same observation also suggests that a teachers’ concept of his/her teaching practice
and its abilities to affect change can clash with administrators. A teacher may hold deep
loyalties to his/her profession and become frustrated if he/she feels the standards-based
curriculum eliminates certain content knowledge from the curriculum that is important to
the students’ well being. A teacher’s beliefs and professional background not only play a
key role in the perception he/she holds regarding the most effective instructional practices
used in the classroom to improve student achievement but also affect his/her judgment
and behavior in the classroom. This position may help to explain why some teachers’
instructional practices changed as a result of the new framework while other teachers did
not change their instructional practices. Teachers are trained professionals and their
knowledge of literacy development and their perception of socioeconomic status of
students can not only influence their classroom behavior but the attention given to state
testing program and instructional planning. Simply a shift in framework is not enough
for making changes in the classroom, instead understanding teachers’ professional beliefs
must be considered.
An additional factor that may inhibit teachers from changing instructional
practices is fear of being criticized by administrators. Teachers may feel that the building
principal is neither there to assist with their ideas nor there to provide support for
classroom instruction but rather there to focus on their weaknesses only. I interpret the
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findings from this study to mean that student achievement cannot be improved without
focusing on both the teachers’ beliefs and practices along with student achievement. I
suggest that if the expectation of student achievement is to improve and if teachers are to
become more passionate about their professional role as they gain the expertise in their
professional practices to improve student achievement, then administrators and teachers
must work toward a common goal and collaborate frequently regarding student
achievement. Additionally, much more research is needed to determine the effect highstakes testing programs have on students with low or high SES.
Also, findings in this study are consistent with a body of research showing that
administrators’ responses can have a significant impact on instructional practices used in
the classroom (Passman, 2001). The results of this study also confirm the viewpoint of
prior research (Haney, 2000; Sizer, 2004) suggesting that teachers feel that they have lost
some of the freedom to design and manage a classroom curriculum to policymakers and
other educators. I interpret these findings as meaning when teachers feel that the
decisions they make in the classroom are valued and they are given the opportunity to
appear as competent educators in the curriculum decision-making process, they are
empowered to provide the best possible learning environment that matches a learner’s
ability as well as to provide creative links to state-mandated testing programs and
classroom practices. The results of this study have an important implication. The
findings seem to suggest that despite the pressures of external testing programs, the work
environment can support a teacher’s professional, educational, and pedagogical belief or
the work environment can prevent these variables from flourishing because the
underlying paradigmatic belief of teachers have not been fully explored when making
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changes to instructional practices. To alleviate the pressure of teachers feeling like
passive instructional leaders, I recommend administrators play a supportive role rather
than a dominating role in the curriculum decision-making process. Adopting this
recommendation will empower teachers as instructional leaders and will give them the
support needed to make changes to classroom curriculum.

Impact of Accountability on Students
The study’s findings suggest that one of the most significant effects standardized
tests such as MCT2 could have on students is a decrease in the morale of students, which
leads to an increase in the dropout rate. Both elementary and middle teachers believe that
students who lack the prerequisite knowledge and skills needed to master rigorous
standards will experience an unacceptable amount of stress, which will eventually cause
them to fall behind leading to a decline in their self-image. This finding provides
evidence of the importance of schools and districts cultivating the cognitive and language
development of all students by implementing classroom activities that are thoughtprovoking and pertinent to the lives of students. Particularly, these teachers’ responses
give forewarning to the approaching tumult schools and districts may face as they
implement rigorous standards that hold all students to the same level at the same pace.
The current study also found that some students will rise to the opportunity to use
the test as a motivational factor while others may experience frustration and be crippled
by the stress of trying to master the same standards at the same pace as their peers. The
current findings replicate findings by prior researchers (Haney, 2000; Hoffman et al.,
2001; Kohn, 2003; Kozel, 2005; Popham, 2001) which have shown that high-stakes
testing programs can profoundly impact the dropout rate of students. Particularly
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consistent with current findings is the dramatic impact of state testing programs on low
socio-economic status homes (Linn, 2003). It is worth noting that students do not drop
out of school because of testing but the distress many students may experience of not
being able to master the fundamental skills that are essential for learning how to read or
how to write theoretically is a manifestation of acceptance of low educational attainment.
I interpret these findings as meaning students drop out of school for a number of reasons.
For one, students drop out of school to protect their self-image. Also, students drop out
of school because of unrealistic expectations imposed upon them by educational reforms.
These facts suggest that intervention strategies needed for students to stay in school are
not being offered in a timely manner. One implication of this study is policymakers and
educators must take a closer look at the significance school reforms have on the drop out
rate and implement interventions that will decrease students’ chances of dropping out of
school when they become of age. Furthermore, much more research is needed to identify
the best techniques needed to stimulate the self-efficacy of students as they prepare to
meet the new requirements imposed upon schools and districts by 2014.

Impact on Teaching Practices
Instructional Practices
Four of the five teachers report significant changes to classroom writing
instruction as a result of the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised and
MCT2. Elementary teachers’ responses in this study indicate students are spending more
time participating in complex writing activities in both tested and non-tested subject
areas. This finding suggests that with the new framework teachers are shifting classroom
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instruction from solely focusing on spelling, vocabulary, and capitalization to requiring
students to adapt to a holistic approach to writing by developing activities that require
students to use their background knowledge of sentence structure and composition and
experience in a more student-centered direction. In this case, elementary teachers’
responses support prior research (Bridge et al., 1997; Phelps, 2003; Thernstrom &
Thernstrom, 2003) which shows us that state testing programs motivate teachers to make
changes to the curriculum to promote high-quality educational standards to all students.
Other states have found similar results. For example, teachers in Kentucky made changes
to their writing curriculum as a result of Kentucky Education Reform Act (KERA)
(Bridge et al., 1997). The findings of this study help support the belief that the current
accountability system has the potential of engaging students in more complex writing
skills. This conclusion suggests that teachers in Mississippi are using more innovative
instructional writing activities as a result of accountability reforms. One possible
explanation to elementary teachers spending more time incorporating writing activities in
both tested and non-tested subject areas is the new framework can be viewed as a
paradigm shift. Teachers switched from a classroom curriculum that once focused on
skill and drill practices to one that engages students in higher-order thinking skills
leading into other subject areas.
Another theme worth noting is three of the five teachers report using rubric-based
instruction to prepare students for the state test, unlike previous years. Teachers’
responses indicate that rubrics are instrumental for informing teaching methods and for
serving as a template for assessment practices. This study suggests that rubric-based
instruction may help teachers foster positive changes to classroom instruction, thus giving
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students an open-inquiry in which they can discover a relationship between classroom
activities and state standards. As found in prior research (Borko & Stecher, 2001;
Lumley & Yan, 2001) the current study indicates that rubrics are effective in promoting
quality instruction by giving students feedback regarding the mastery of state standards
and for increasing their understanding of state standards.
Moreover, two of the five teachers in this study report little or no use of rubrics
being integrated into classroom activities. This idea suggests that not all teachers teach in
the same manner. Some possible explanations to this finding could be prior teaching
experience, professional development opportunities, pedagogical training, educational
level, and teachers’ belief of sound instructional practices which could be meaningful
predictors that can influence instructional methods teachers use in the classroom to
prepare students for state tests. As indicated in Chapter 4, the expectations and the
pressure from the building principal seem to override one teacher’s beliefs of sound
instructional practices. More research is needed to determine under what type of
circumstances, what type of situations, or what type of environment influences state
testing instructional practices.

Impact of High-Stakes Testing Programs on the Curriculum
Positive Impact
Compared to prior research (Amrein & Berliner, 2003; Firestone et al., 1998;
Hoffman et al., 2001; Jones & Egley, 2004; Jones et al., 1999) on teachers’ attitudes
associated with high-stakes testing programs and their effect on classroom practice in
urban areas, I expected teachers in this study to perceive high-stakes testing programs as
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offering students little opportunity to think critically, to examine reading and writing
concepts in depth, and to participate in collaborative learning activities. Findings from
this study indicate that the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised and the
MCT2 influenced four of the five teachers in this study to place more emphasis on an
innovative curriculum that aids in teaching approaches such as open-ended, studentcentered, and hands-on activities so students can develop an understanding and
knowledge of content. This suggests that these teachers are going beyond rotememorization of learning to emphasizing student-centered approaches that place all
students at the “center of the educational process” (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2001, p. 16) to
achieve the goals outlined by NCLB. This may be due to Webb’s DOK. Each objective
in the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised has been assigned a DOK
level. The DOK encourages teachers to engage students in student-centered learning
activities that involve reasoning, demonstrating, and applying what they have learned so
they can successfully master assessment items. Other indicators that may contribute to a
more thought-provoking curriculum are teachers’ perceptions regarding the rigorousness
of standards as they prepare students for secondary education, teachers’ perceptions of a
child’s socio-economic background, or improvements in building principal leadership.
Perhaps more importantly, one teacher reports devoting much of her instructional
time to teacher-centered approaches, which include lecturing and direct instruction, to
address lower-level knowledge and skills. This could be due to teachers’ perception of
their role in the classroom and how they conduct their classes; a teacher may show
resistance to change because he/she feels he better knows what a student should and
should not be able to do. In this study, this teacher’s response mirrors those by a number
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of other researchers (Hoffman et al., 2001; Kohn, 2000; Kozol, 2005; Pedulla et al., 2003;
Popham, 2001) who discovered that high-stakes testing programs force teachers to focus
more on teacher-centered activities such as direct teaching instruction. One factor that
could account for differential changes in each teacher’s methods of preparing students for
the state test would be this teacher used teacher-centered approaches to help students
understand basic skills before moving on to advanced learning opportunities. In addition,
the teacher may be compelled to take the new framework to develop his/her own
curriculum of what students need to learn and do to work toward higher-order thinking
skills activities. The benefit of using this approach appears to be consistent with prior
research (Pedulla et al., 2003) suggesting that identifying prerequisite skills before
introducing more difficult ones can be effective for engaging students’ understanding of
higher-order thinking skills. Another factor that may contribute to the teacher using the
teacher-centered approach to prepare students for the state test is the teacher’s value,
beliefs, and cultural attitudes. Students bring a wide variety of learning abilities to the
classroom. To decrease the amount of pressure teachers experience in the classroom may
tap into a teacher’s personal value system, which can impact how he/she responds to the
needs of the students in the classroom. Further research is needed to ascertain whether
certain types of students are better matched with teacher-centered approaches than other
teaching approaches or to explore whether teachers’ expectations and motivation play a
significant role in the performance of students.
Even though teachers are complying with state and districts’ requirements to align
classroom curriculum with the state framework, for some teachers their teaching practices
may not develop into performance-based instructional practices as hoped by
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policymakers. I interpret the results to mean that aligning the classroom curriculum with
the state framework can have a significant impact on what is being taught in the
classroom, but curriculum alignment is not a real indicator of changes in teaching
practices. The lack of change in teaching practices could be the result of previous
mandates that require teachers to implement direct approaches to instruction, timelines
and departmental goals, teachers’ concepts of instructional practices, or student
population. I recommend that policymakers consider the educational context these
reforms are implemented.

Negative Impact
Reaffirming findings from prior research (e.g., Abrams et al., 2003; BarksdaleLadd & Thomas, 2000; Costigan et al., 2002: James, 2003; Jones & Egley, 2004; Jones et
al., 1999; Popham, 2001; Sandholtz et al., 2004), one teacher’s response in this study
indicates that the creativity, fun, and joy of teaching have been eradicated from the
classroom curriculum because high-stakes testing programs limit the teacher’s ability to
tailor classroom instruction to the needs of students. The lack of control teachers have to
make sound instructional decisions that are appropriate for some students may suggest
that state testing programs limit the spontaneity and creativity of classroom instruction
for all children as well as for teachers. Findings from this study support the assertion that
through the eyes of one teacher if certain teaching methods are not used, then the teacher
is not giving students the quality of education they deserve. Classroom activities are
meaningless and less effective because high-stakes testing programs take the art out of
teaching by limiting teachers’ choices in the type of instructional approaches used to
prepare for reading and language arts state tests. The findings in this study further
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suggest that teachers may hold on to familiar practices as they transition to the new
framework and this may impact how teachers view the new framework. Or teachers may
view the new framework as over riding their professional judgment and reject content
outlined by state standards.
In comparing four of the five teachers’ responses in this study with prior research
(Abrams et al., 2003; Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Costigan, 2002: James, 2003;
Jones & Egley, 2004; Jones et al., 1999; Popham 2001; Sandholtz et al., 2004), the results
indicate that the new framework endorses sound instructional approaches to developing a
curriculum that offers students more opportunities to think critically and to carefully
examine concepts in depth. In this study, teachers’ views are different from prior
literature that lead the researcher to expect that teachers have lost the ability to implement
creative or fun activities in the classroom. Findings from this study indicate that the 2006
Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised places a strong emphasis on critical
thinking skills, and as a result students are exposed to more authentic classroom activities
that allow them the opportunity to incorporate skills across disciplines, to put ideals
together in a coherent way, and to develop persuasively independent thoughts. This
finding suggests that with the new framework the traditional ways of teaching such as
using skill and drill practice are no longer the primary focus of teaching. Students in
some classrooms are being exposed to teaching methods that focus on student-centered
opportunities to learning that allow them to assimilate skills into real-life situations as
well as activities spent on skills and drill activities such as spelling. Further research is
needed to determine the degree of modifications and adjustments teachers make in the
classroom that effect classroom instructional practices.
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Teachers’ comments are consistent with prior research (Firestone et al., 2001;
Fisher & Frey, 2007) that suggests that aligning classroom instruction to the state
framework is a valuable tool for informing classroom instruction and helpful for
clarifying and specifying learning goals. This finding is worth mentioning for two
reasons: (a) it implies that aligning classroom instruction to the new framework is vital
for schools and districts as they respond to Mississippi’s education reform; and (b)
instructional alignment can hinder teachers in finding the most appropriate activities for
meeting the needs of students. Teachers are faced with coping with students who are not
at grade level and curriculum alignment overlooks the environment in which the
frameworks must be put into practice. Based on these findings, curriculum alignment
may not be enough to bring about a change that is needed to improve the performance of
all students.

Curriculum
Impact of Testing on Non-tested Subject Areas
Teachers in this study believe that the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts
Framework-Revised has positively impacted non-tested subject areas. The findings of
this study indicate that elementary teachers place more emphasis on non-tested subject
areas, trade books, computer technology than the previous year. This seems to suggest
that by linking 2006 Mississippi Language Arts Framework-Revised with science,
mathematics, and social studies content the new framework has the potential to expose
students to a wide range of disciplines. This conclusion suggests that the classroom
curriculum is not as narrowed as has been previously suggested to tested subject areas. In
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this school in Mississippi, as part of their response to accountability measures,
elementary teachers are shifting their instruction to focus more on student-centered and
project-based learning activities instead of teacher-centered strategies such as lecturing.
This change is in opposition to prior research studies (Firestone et al., 2001; Hoffman et
al., 2001; James, 2003; Jones & Egley, 2004; Kozol, 2005; McGuire, 2007; McMillin et
al., 1999; Pedulla et al., 2003; Popham, 2004; Stecher et al., 2000; Stullich et al., 2006)
that found non-tested subject areas: art, recess, and thematic-based instruction receive
little or no instructional time. These authors contend that with high-stakes testing
programs, the classroom curriculum is “watered down” (James, 2003, p. 60) and has very
little depth (Firestone et al., 2001); as a result, these schools will be labeled as in need of
improvement because of low test scores (Popham, 2004). However, based on this study
at hand, findings suggest that with the new framework, teachers are shaping the
curriculum by integrating non-tested subject areas so that students are able to develop a
conceptualized understanding of skills across disciplines. One factor that could account
for a teacher placing more emphasis on non-tested subject areas is that the 2006
Mississippi Language Art Framework-Revised stimulates the learning environment by
connecting the reading and language arts framework with non-tested subject areas. The
previous framework focused primarily on basic skills taught in isolation; now the new
reading and language framework is more comprehensive and is linked to student-centered
curricula.

New Insight
The findings of this study correlate with prior research (Barker, 2001; DarlingHammond, 1997; Firestone et al., 1998; Gordon & Reese, 1997; Grant, 2000; Haney,
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2000; Hoffman et al., 2001; Linn, 2000; McNeil & Valenzuela, 2000), which indicates
that the accountability framework can influence instructional strategies used in the
classroom. However, this study did reveal one significant insight. According to teachers’
responses, they are asked to teach all students the same content at the same pace, but due
to the limited time legislators have given schools and districts to improve the
performance of students by 2014, teachers argue that more time is necessary to
experiment with different teaching practices and strategies to maximize the learning
abilities of all students in the classroom, particular low-performing students and students
with disabilities. After all it is the success of these students that determines whether
schools meet AYP. The results of the findings of this study go beyond teachers changing
their instructional strategies to reflect a more rigorous curriculum, educators teaching
across the curriculum, and classroom instruction being aligned with state standards.
These results imply that in a classroom environment where the focus is on making
available intrinsic motivating activities to improve the educational standards of all
students regardless of their skills or knowledge level, the link between expected results
and student achievement may be small. The pressure teachers’ encounter in making
adjustments to instructional discourse and the predetermined timeline may inhibit some
teachers from pacing instruction to student readiness, which puts learning into context so
students can succeed. In general, accountability reforms may be moving aggressively
faster than some schools and districts can adjust due to environmental, cultural
disadvantages, and SES that exists in some schools and districts.
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Suggestions for Future Research
Much of the research on state testing has focused on teachers’ perceptions of
accountability in urban areas. The research study presented here is more inclusive
because it embraces the voices of teachers in a rural district.
There are a number of factors that deserve closer study. For example, with the
results of this study on teachers’ perceptions of accountability and its effects on
classroom practices future research could explore whether teacher quality is more
effective for improving student achievement than standardized testing programs and
accountability. Assessing the impact of teacher quality on student achievement would
facilitate a broader, more comprehensive understanding of school quality and it effects on
student achievement.
Another interesting factor to consider is the impact accountability programs have
on dropout rate. Would the dropout rate decrease if high-stakes testing programs were
not used to determine school quality? Taking into consideration the impact
accountability systems have on dropout rates would provide a broader, more
comprehensive understanding of accountability and its effects on schools and districts
across the nation.
As teachers in this study move into their second year of implementing the
curriculum framework, interviewing and observing these same teachers will provide an
opportunity for future research. Although this research study is limited by its small
sample size, this research could be extended to include all schools in the district and
compare their reactions to accountability and its effects on classroom practices.
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Given the experiences of the five participating teachers, future research will
identify and will link the experiences of comparing new teachers’ attitudes and beliefs
about the framework with those of veteran teachers. Knowing that this study took place
in a small rural school in northeast Mississippi and assessing how teachers are responding
to the new framework will facilitate a broader, more comprehensive, and potentially more
useful understanding of the changing process.

Implications of Practice
The purpose of this study was to examine the impact MCT2 has on elementary
and middle school classroom instruction in Mississippi along with the desire that
policymakers and the educational community would make use of this information to
develop strategies for successfully implementing accountability reforms. I understand
that the findings of this study may not be consistent with the perspectives of all teachers,
administrators, and educators, but being aware of teachers’ perceptions in Mississippi is
important because as policymakers understand more about what teachers do in the
classroom, they can better understand what works and what does not work to improve
student achievement. In this section, I offer some suggestions for practice based on the
findings of this study in the areas of accountability, professional development and
instructional practices in reading and language arts.

Accountability
The interviews in this study remind us that using accountability tests alone to
determine school quality is not enough. The findings from this study suggest that
students live with different realities between home and school and this difference can
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influence a student’s test performance. This suggests that using test scores alone to
determine school quality is unfair because it continues to perpetuate an unfair grading
system by focusing on traditionalism instead of difference of opinions. Just as teachers in
the Public Agenda’s survey (2002) and other researchers (e.g. Lewis, 2003; Tyler, 2003;
Young, 2003) believe one test should not determine school quality, teachers in this study
emphasize using a variety of assessment methods to measure student achievement and
make a school’s grading system fair. This consists of teachers’ evaluations or school’s
portfolio assessments being incorporated into the accountability process. Based on
teachers’ comments the issue becomes creating an accountability system that accurately
assesses student achievement. I encourage the use of additional accountability
assessments, such as authentic assessments identified in this study, to provide a valid
method to evaluate student achievement with fairness as well as reliability and to give
teachers an active voice in determining student achievement. In addition to using a
variety of authentic assessment to assess school quality, I also recommend using
additional data to determine how well schools and districts are performing. For example,
demographic data from schools and districts, and data regarding instructional strategies
and classroom practices may provide the necessary information that lead to continuous
improvement in the teaching and learning process. Failing to use multiple measures to
assess student achievement may not only result in an inaccurate picture of student
achievement but also lead schools and districts to think that they are truly analyzing
school quality inclusively. More research is needed to see how other teachers feel
regarding the types of assessments used to determine school quality.
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Teachers in this study discussed the possible impact state testing programs have
on both students with disabilities and students without disabilities. Teachers’ responses
indicate that including the test results of students with disabilities in the accountability
model can negatively impact school quality. Even though these students receive
accommodations in the classroom many of them will have a difficult time meeting the
requirements of a regular education curriculum. If the test scores of students with
disabilities are going to be included in the accountability model, then more large-scale
testing efforts are needed to assess the learning needs of students with disabilities for the
purposes of school accountability. Additionally, portfolio assessments can serve as a way
for students with disabilities to participate in statewide testing programs.

Professional Development for Reading and Language Arts
On-going professional development activities are one of the key factors for
supporting the role of an educator. This study shows teachers are concerned about the
impact accountability reforms have on their students. Teachers’ responses indicate that
accountability reforms can have a significant impact on dropout rates as well as affect the
motivation and interest level of students. This indicates that many students will leave
school without skills needed in the global economy. In order to support and to help
teachers develop the pedagogical skills needed to teach elementary and middle school
students with diverse educational needs and to encourage teachers to extend their
repertoire beyond academic areas, I believe a much stronger focus on professional
development opportunities at the local, state, and national levels grounded in theoretical
knowledge and teacher’s development is warranted to help teachers become more
knowledgeable of theories that support best practices in teaching. With such a focus,
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teachers could acquire a thorough understanding of theory and research related to the
issues of cultural, family, and individual differences, and begin to understand their biases
and unresolved issues that may contribute to their lack of effectiveness with students.
Teachers have to be prepared to teach students. Focusing on theoretical knowledge and
teachers’ development instead of “hit and miss” professional development opportunities
which fail to build the competency of teachers who are serving a variety of students’
needs in the classroom, could build on teachers’ prior expertise and assist teachers with
developing a list of competencies that promote positive learning outcomes. The training
teachers receive must not build upon existing teaching practices, but it must bring about a
fundamental transformation in the teachers’ deeply held beliefs and practices, which have
an effect on their perception of their role in the classroom; thereby affecting the dropout
rates for both students with disabilities and students without disabilities.
In-depth interviews, observations, and data analysis in this study confirm that
many low-performing students and students with disabilities will encounter a number of
challenges as they struggle to endure the challenge of mastering a general education
curriculum. All teachers agreed that many of these students not only lack skills and
knowledge needed to master the curriculum successfully but also their level of disability
or their lack of ability to comprehend may have a detrimental effect on test scores.
Professional development policies could provide teachers with opportunities to rethink
their teaching goals and better respond to the learning needs of students with disabilities.
It can also offer teachers more resources to design lessons that will help all students in a
diverse teaching environment, address teachers’ concerns (e.g. how does one blend
his/her individual teaching styles with an effective delivery of the classroom curriculum),
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and provide teachers the opportunities to expound upon daily classroom practices and
help teachers learn from those practices through action research projects. It is vital that
all teachers be equipped with the resources, knowledge and skills that are essential to
teaching a wide variety of learning abilities so they can help any student in a regular
classroom setting and not be concerned with whether or not a student just lives with a
learning disability.
Moreover, findings from this study show that 2006 Mississippi Language Art
Framework-Revised influences the integration of non-tested subject areas into reading
and language arts curriculum. Teachers’ responses in this study suggest that the new
framework addresses a broad range of content standards that can be taught across the
curriculum. Combining non-tested subject areas content standards with tested subject
areas content standards expands the reading and language arts curriculum. To ensure that
a non-tested subject area such as social studies is not being “watered down” (James,
2003, p. 60) or neglected and students are benefiting from the new curriculum, and
teachers are making strategic changes to classroom curriculum, schools and districts need
to discover new ways of maintaining this curriculum growth. I recommend that schools
develop a working alliance with external sources, which can be a meaningful experience
for both teachers and students. Schools and districts could partner with colleges and
universities to gain professional learning from these institutions to assist teachers with
lesson plans for curriculum integration and minimize any narrowing of reading and
language arts curriculum. As an incentive for developing partnership with colleges and
universities, reading and language arts teachers should be awarded continuing education
units.
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Besides schools and districts joining forces with colleges and universities to
maintain curriculum integration, I recommend students having input in curriculum
planning. This is essential to integrating various content standards. When students make
innovative recommendations for connecting content standards with their personal and
social concerns, it improves their problem-solving abilities and helps students see the
connection between obtaining an education and real-life experiences.
With the increased emphasis on accountability for students with disabilities and
greater emphasis on these students having access to the same educational standards as
students without disabilities, I suggest rethinking how the master schedule can include
planning time so all teachers can collaborate and reflect on specific instructional
interventions that are successful for diverse learners in the classroom. Authentic
collaboration among teachers can cause them to examine their attitudes and practices for
meeting the needs of students. Staff development can also serve as a method for
supporting this type of collaboration so that teachers can work through some of the
challenges faced in the classroom on a daily basis.

Classroom Instruction
Teachers expressed concern that NCLB does not take into consideration the
challenges of students with disabilities and low performing students in the classroom. I
recommend that school administrators review academic programs and make instructional
adjustments as needed to address the learning needs of all students. Also, teachers should
examine current research findings to find out best practices that work well in the
classroom and these instructional practices should become a part of on-going school
values and beliefs.
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The study’s findings show that many teachers are concerned that with higher
educational standards it will be very difficult for struggling readers to keep pace. I
recommend diminishing learning barriers by utilizing mentoring specialists to help guide
teachers in analyzing the relationship between classroom instruction and test scores.
Mentors can also help teachers become more knowledgeable of instructional decisions as
they adapt more research-based interventions in the classroom.
During classroom observations, all teachers were found using some of the same
instructional strategies, such as teaching language mechanics, to give students a chance to
build upon existing skills and learn new skills that are fundamental to complex reasoning
activities. To help students remediate any deficiency that exists in the knowledge and
skills needed to comprehend the new curriculum frameworks, I recommend teachers
include scaffolding techniques designed to help students connect concepts across the
curriculum, mapping techniques to provide support for learning, and probing techniques
to prompt student’s recall of prior knowledge. Implementing these instructional
strategies would assist students with mastering basic skills instruction in addition to
processing information at a higher-level thinking.
It is clear from the finding in this study that even though schools and districts are
aligning classroom curriculum with state standards, this may not be enough to help
teachers with the problems they face daily in the classroom. I recommend more authentic
collaboration with central office administrators, the curriculum coordinator, the building
principal, and other teachers to help develop new ideas for implementing the new
frameworks. As teachers gain greater understanding of the new framework and
experiment with different teaching approaches, they will become less and less involved in
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classroom learning activities as the students grow in their ability to regulate and control
their learning.
As noted in the findings of this study, many teachers believe that the reading and
language arts instruction has shifted for all students. In essence, the shift has to do with
the development of critical thinking skills in which students discuss, explain, and justify
their interpretations. However, many students with disabilities and low performing
students may experience difficulty with communicating and justifying their thinking
effectively. For students to make the most of learning and mastering a rigorous
curriculum, I recommend maintaining the current framework and teachers incorporating
more cooperative learning activities such as think-pair-share teaching approach as a
foundation for developing higher-level thinking for students with disabilities (Kagan,
1994). Engaging student in repeated exposure to partner sharing and journal writing
activities can increase the likelihood that students with disabilities will began to think at a
higher level, improve their self-esteem and oral communication, and become confident in
their ability to think critically.
According to the findings in this study, test preparation materials had a significant
impact on instructional practices teachers use to prepare students for end-of-year tests.
This demonstrates the importance of having the resources to use in the classroom. This
finding suggests that teachers need materials in their classroom to move beyond the
textbook to enhance the reading and language arts curriculum. I recommend
administrators make available to teachers the resources needed for teachers to make a
smooth transition to incorporating the new framework and to address learning abilities in
the classroom.
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Other concerns mentioned by teacher regarding teaching to the test, and the
instructional pressures teachers feel to improve test scores may diminish if some of these
implications are put into practice. For instance, professional development activities can
help teachers become conscious of their strengths and weaknesses and focus on areas that
lend support to student learning. Also, professional development activities can assist
teachers with putting learning into context by utilizing reflective analysis that focus on
test data, teacher’s input, video analysis, and instructional experiences.

Conclusion
It was also clear from the literature review that more classroom-based research
was needed to add to the understanding of how NCLB impacts classroom instructional
practices and student achievement. Findings from this study show how five reading and
language arts teachers were affected by the 2006 Mississippi Language Arts FrameworkRevised and how they prepared students for MCT2 state test. The results of this study
provide meaningful data about individual teaching styles and student achievement. It
looked at the alignment of the curriculum to states standards and it effects on individual
teaching styles. It examines the growing concern regarding narrowing of the curriculum.
It also looks at the growing concern of using test scores to determine school quality and
obstacles the hinder test scores from being valid instrument for assess school quality. By
examining the teaching practices of elementary and middle school reading and language
arts teachers and their perceptions of accountability, the findings of this study can provide
policymakers, researchers, and educators with a level of specificity in what works in the
classroom, shed light on what is missing in accountability reform to improve the
academic performance of all students and add greater understanding of the impact that
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accountability reforms may have on students with disabilities and low SES students as
teachers work to meet the demands outline by NCLB.
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APPENDIX A
BEFORE SUBMITTING YOUR PROTOCOL FOR IRB REVIEW, MAKE SURE YOU
HAVE INCLUDED THE FOLLOWING (IF APPLICABLE):
_X___Interview Questions
__X__Consent forms
____Recruiting materials
___Permission letters from participating institutions
_X_Signed Investigator Assurance form
__X__Clear, concise description of procedures to be used (Feel free to also attach
any proposals that may further explain your project.)
Additionally, these assurances must be made:
_X_All personnel listed must have completed IRB/Human Subjects Training. If not,
your application cannot be approved until the training has been completed. See our
website for training dates and times.
http://www.msstate.edu/dept/compliance/irb/irbregistration.htm

X__If applicable, the advisor has thoroughly reviewed this application to ensure
readability and accuracy.
PLEASE NOTE:


THE DETERMINATION OF THE IRB WILL BE COMMUNICATED TO YOU
IN WRITING. SUBMISSION OF AN APPLICATION TO THE IRB DOES NOT
EQUAL IRB APPROVAL. YOU MAY NOT BEGIN THIS RESEARCH UNTIL
YOU HAVE IRB APPROVAL.


IF YOUR RESEARCH HAS NOT YET RECEIVED FUNDING NEEDED TO
CREATE INSTRUMENTS AND OTHER ASSOCIATED MATERIALS,
PROVIDE A TIMELINE OF WHEN THOSE ITEMS WILL BE DEVELOPED.
YOUR APPLICATION WILL BE REVIEWED FOR “118 DESIGNATION”(SEE
http://www.msstate.edu/dept/compliance/irb/irbawardchanges.htm FOR MORE
DETAILS).

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact our office at 325-5220 or by email at
jmiller@research.msstate.edu or tarwood@research.msstate.edu.
Send to:
IRB
Campus Mailstop 9563
PO Box 6223, Mississippi State, MS 39762
8A Morgan Street
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INVESTIGATOR'S ASSURANCE
Mississippi State University
Institutional Review Board
Project Title: The impact MCT2 has on an elementary and middle school reading and language arts
classroom instruction in Mississippi
As Primary Investigator, I have ultimate responsibility for the performance of this study, the protection of
the rights and welfare of the human subjects, and strict adherence by all co-investigators and research
personnel to all Institutional Review Board (IRB) requirements, federal regulations, and state statutes for
human subjects research. I hereby assure the following:
The information provided in this application is accurate to the best of my knowledge.
All named individuals on this project have been given a copy of the protocol and have acknowledged an
understanding of the procedures outlined in the application.
All experiments and procedures involving human subjects will be performed under my supervision or that
of another qualified professional listed on this protocol.
I understand that, should I use the project described in this application as a basis for a proposal for
funding (either intramural or extramural), it is my responsibility to ensure that the description of human
subjects use in the funding proposal(s) is identical in principle to that contained in this application. I will
submit modifications and/or changes to the IRB as necessary to ensure these are identical.
I and all the co-investigators and research personnel in this study agree to comply with all applicable
requirements for the protection of human subjects in research including, but not limited to, the following:
 Obtaining the legally effective informed consent of all human subjects or their legally authorized
representatives, and using only the currently approved, consent form (if applicable); and
 Making no changes to the approved protocol or consent form without first having submitted those
changes for review and approval by the Institutional Review Board; and
 Reporting serious and unexpected adverse effects to IRB Administration verbally within 48 hours and
in writing within 10 days of occurrence, and all other unexpected adverse events in writing within 10
days of occurrence; and
 Promptly providing the IRB with any information requested relative to the project; and
 Promptly and completely complying with an IRB decision to suspend or withdraw its approval for the
project; and
 Obtaining continuing review prior to the date approval for this study expires. I understand if I fail to
apply for continuing review, approval for the study will automatically expire, and study activity must
cease until IRB current approval is obtained.
 Your study and any associated records may be audited by the IRB to ensure compliance with the
approved protocol.
Name of Primary Investigator / Researcher: Sara Campbell
Signature:
I assume responsibility for ensuring the competence, integrity and ethical conduct of the investigator(s) for
this research project. The investigator(s) is/are fully competent to accomplish the goals and techniques
stated in the attached proposal. Further, I certify that I have thoroughly reviewed this application for
readability and accuracy and the study is clearly described herein.
Name of Advisor: Dr. Devon Brenner
Signature:
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THE MISSISSIPPI STATE UNIVERSITY INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD
FOR THE PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS IN RESEARCH
Protocol Submission Form
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR / RESEARCHER INFORMATION
Name: Sara Campbell
MSU Net ID: sec105@msstate.edu
Daytime Phone Number: 662.587.5366
Mailing Address: 1150 CR 489
City/State/Zip: Ripley, MS 38663
Department: Doctoral student in Curriculum and Instruction, Mississippi State
University
IRB and Human Subjects Protections Education completed on May 2006
FACULTY ADVISOR
Advisor: Dr. Devon Brenner
MSU Net ID: devon@ra.msstate.edu
Daytime Phone Number: (662) 325-3703
Department: Curriculum and Instruction
Campus Mail Stop: 9705
IRB and Human Subjects Protections Education completed on May 2006
TITLE of project: The Impact MCT2 has on an Elementary and Middle School
Reading and Language Arts Classroom Instruction in Mississippi
PROJECT PERIOD:

from upon IRB approval to June 2010

STUDY FUNDING
X___Personal Funds
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ADDRESS EACH OF THE FOLLOWING ITEMS IN YOUR
WRITTEN PROTOCOL.
I.

Personnel & Qualifications

NOTE:







In this section, the principal investigator is to describe the qualifications of
all researchers involved in the study to perform the responsibilities assigned.
As principal investigator, it is your responsibility to ensure that all
individuals conducting procedures described in this application are
adequately trained prior to involving human participants.
All personnel listed on this application are required to successfully complete
the MSU IRB & Human Subjects training course or an MSU IRB approved
alternative. APPROVAL WILL NOT BE GRANTED UNTIL ALL
INDIVIDUALS HAVE COMPLETED THIS TRAINING.
As personnel change, you must submit a modification request to the IRB for
approval before they can work with human subjects or identifiable or
confidential information.

A. Including yourself, provide the name of each individual who will be responsible for
the design or conduct of the study, have access to human participants, or have access
to identifying or confidential information.
Sara Campbell and Dr. Devon Brenner
B. For each person identified above, identify his/her role in the project and clearly state
the procedures or techniques he/she will be performing.
Sara Campbell is the primary researcher and will be responsible for coordinating the
project, interviewing and observing subjects, gathering relevant literature on the
subject matter, writing the literature review, and assisting with the interpretation of
the results of the study.
Dr. Devon Brenner, professor in the Department of Curriculum and Instruction, will
supervise the primary researcher in the research project.
C. For each person identified above, describe his/her level of experience with the
procedures or techniques he/she will be performing.
Sara Campbell, is a graduate student pursuing a Ph.D. in Curriculum and Instruction
with an emphasis in Reading. She has completed Statistics I, II, and III, Functions
and Methods of Research, Educational Research I and II and Qualitative Techniques
I.
Dr. Devon Brenner has conducted and published research during the course of her
career. She is currently teaching Reading courses at Mississippi State University and
she is supervising the primary researcher participating in the research project.
D. Indicate where each of the personnel listed received training to perform the identified
procedures and who supervised or provided the training.
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Sara Campbell received training in the research design while working on her
doctorate in Curriculum and Instruction with a minor in Reading at Mississippi State
University.
Dr. Devon Brenner has conducted and published research during the course of her
career. As a faculty member in the department of Curriculum and Instruction, she
has a Ph.D. from Michigan State University
E. Explain how these skills/abilities will be periodically reviewed.
Dr. Devon Brenner, professor in the Department of Curriculum and Instruction and
faculty advisor for the research study, will check the work of Sara Campbell. She will
accomplish this by reviewing the primary researcher’s work and assisting as
necessary in order to produce a well-researched and academically sound project. Dr.
Brenner undergoes an annual review from her department regarding her skills and
abilities for teaching and supervising students in research classes.
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II. Research Protocol
1.

SITE OF WORK:
Interviews of five teachers will occur in the school environment or in a natural setting of
the teachers’ choice. This setting may be in the classroom or an assigned location
identified by participates. Permission will be obtained by the school district
superintendent and by the school principal. Letters to these persons seeking their
permission and a support letter from the Superintendent of a school in Mississippi are
attached (See Appendices A and B, attached).

2.

Brief description of the GENERAL PURPOSE of the project.
The purpose of the study is to investigate The impact MCT2 has on an elementary and
middle school reading and language arts classroom instruction in Mississippi.

Specifically, this study attempts to address teachers’ perceptions of whether
teachers change instructional practices due to changes in state testing.
3.

In your view, what BENEFITS may result from the study that would justify asking
the subjects to participate?

By participating in this study the participating teachers may gain further insight in
the following areas; (a) whether local classroom practices are changing; and, (b)
whether high-stakes testing narrows the curriculum and whether curriculum
alignment is educationally beneficial; and (c) unintended consequences highstakes testing has on psychological well being of the teacher. There are no direct
benefits to participants.
4.

Give details of the PROCEDURES that relate to the subjects' participation.

Interviews
The research questions in this study require data collection that allows
examination of teachers’ perceptions of accountability and the influence state
testing has on the classroom curriculum. Appendix G (attached) contains an
interview guide that will be used during teachers’ initial structured interview. The
themes as determined by the literature review will served as a guideline for
including data in each category. Data grouped under each domain will include
quotes from teachers and excerpts from field notes. LeCompte and Preissle
(1993) maintained that using preexisting classification themes may result in a
misrepresentation of data. While the interview guide will be used to maintain a
consistent line of questioning throughout the interviews, the interview guide will
not be designed to restrict the responses of the teachers. The interview guide will
be a flexible document which allows the researcher to modify questions for the
interviews as well as gain an understanding from teachers about the research
questions (Glesne, 1999). Care will be taken not to predetermine answers through
the questions asked in the interview guide.
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Many authors (Creswell, 1998; Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2003) suggested that
if the researcher wants to gather information regarding a person’s feelings on a
topic, then the most favorable way of accomplishing this is through interviews.
Merriam (1998) stated that interviews allow the researcher the opportunity to get
to the core of what is in a person’s mind. Yin (2003) stated that interviews are the
most favorable source for gathering multiple realities in qualitative research.
Creswell (1998) maintained that interviews are an excellent method for gathering
information about events and actions not found in classroom observations.
The interview data collection will consist of two interviews. The
questions for the first interview will consist of structured open-ended questions
developed around research questions as suggested by Neuman (2000) (see
Appendix G attached). According to Merriam (1998), open-ended questions help
the researcher adapt to situations as they unfold and respond to new ideas at hand.
Merriam further asserted that open-ended questions also put participants at ease to
express their feelings and opinions.
During the first interview, which will last approximately 75 minutes, the
researcher will seek teachers’ comments on topics such as: (1) the effect MCT2 is
having on classroom instruction; (2) actual changes, if any, in teachers’
instructional practices due to high-stakes mandated testing; (3) teachers’
interpretation of new policy in the context of their knowledge, beliefs; and (4)
teaching circumstances; and teachers’ understanding of MCT2 and how these
perceptions are carried out in the classroom. During the second interview,
teachers will be informally interviewed about the activities that were observed
and other aspect of classroom life related to assessment. The second interview
will take the form of a conversation and last for approximately 30 minutes.
Each interview session will begin with a review of the purpose of the
study and the assurance of confidentiality as outlined on the signed consent form.
Teachers chosen for the study will determine the interview time and location. For
example, teachers will be interviewed during their planning period or after school
hours. Any follow-up contact with teachers will also be made collaboratively.
For comparable results among teachers each teacher will be asked their opinions,
thoughts, and attitudes on the same set of topics relating to curriculum and
instruction and assessment. The final question asked of teachers will be: any
information that they would like to share that was not covered in the structured
questions.
Stake (1995) recommended providing transcripts to participants for
review. To ensure that I have not misrepresented teachers’ meanings or ideas,
after each interview, the researcher will email an interview transcription summary
to each teacher to check for clarification and to omit any information they do not
feel comfortable sharing. The researcher will transcribe all interviews field notes,
and observations data allowing the researchers an opportunity to reflect on the
interview and improve interview skills after each interview (Glesne, 1999).
Observations
Classroom observations will be conducted at the school selected for the
study of participating teachers. The purpose of these observations will be to
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investigate the connection between education policy and teacher practices.
According to Patton (1990), observations lead to a deeper understanding of data
than interviews alone because observations provides knowledge of the context in
which events occur, and enable the researcher to see things participants are
unwilling to discuss. As an outside observer, I will be able to notice interactions
and behaviors that had become routine to the teachers as indicated by Merriam
(1998).
Maxwell (1996) stated that “observations often enable you to draw
inferences about someone’s meaning and perspective that you couldn’t obtain by
relying exclusively on interview data” (p. 76). Having an observation guide will
serve as a focus for each classroom visit and help organize the data.
In this study, each teacher will be observed in a real world classroom
setting. The observations will be approximately half a-day duration per teachers.
The observations will take place during spring of 2008 and the researcher will
take condensed and expanded field notes with the aid of a tape recorder. To gain
a better understanding of instructional practices as it related to MCT2, visits to
each classroom will focus on what was taught, the methods by which it was
taught, and any activities of assessment or evaluation. At the end of each
observation, the researcher will analyze the data that address research questions
and themes they address (Appendix I attached).
5.

List ALL vulnerable subject populations to be included and additional precautions
being taken to ensure their protection.
The participants for the research study will be subject area teachers who have taught at
least two years in reading, mathematics, and language arts. The teachers are mature adults
and college graduates. Teachers will participate on a voluntary basis. The researcher is
not in a supervisory role to the participants.
6. How will the subjects be selected and recruited?

The researcher will use a purposeful sampling method to select five teachers to
participate in the study. To create balance and variety in this study (Stake, 1995),
selected teachers will vary in their range of teaching experience and by the grade
level they are teaching. The sample will include teachers with 2 or more years of
teaching experience. This range will not only allow the researcher to gain
different perspectives (as suggested by Creswell, 1998) about teachers’ reactions
to state testing but will also allow the researcher to “sample from which the most
can be learned” (Merriam, 2002, p. 12). The selection process for identifying the
participants to participate in the study will consist of the researcher asking for
volunteers. To recruit teachers to participate in the study, the principal will ask
the faculty for volunteers. From this group of volunteers, the researcher will
identify five teachers to participate in the study (Appendix F)
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7.

What inducement will be offered?
No substantial inducement will be offered for participation in the study. Participants will
be offered the opportunity to obtain the results of the research, but that is all.

8.

How many subjects will be used? List any salient characteristics of subjects (e.g..,
age range, sex, institutional affiliation, other pertinent characterizations.)
Five teachers will be interviewed and observed. They are mature adults and college
graduates.

9.

Number of times researchers will interact with each subject?
There will be one interview for each subject and one follow-up visit to check for member
checking. Once interviews have been completed, classroom observations will be
conducted to investigate the connection between education policy and teachers’ practices.
The researchers will interact with each participant 5-6 times in total.

10.

What will the subjects do, or what will be done to them, in the study?
Participant(s) will complete a consent form (Appendix E attached), and answer questions
during the interview portion of the study. A total of five teachers will participate in the
audio-taped interviews and classroom observations. During the interviews, I will ask
teachers questions about teachers’ perspectives of MCT2. Teachers chosen for the
study will determine the interview time. The duration of the first interview session
will take about 75 minutes of teachers’ time and the second interview will last for
about 30 minutes. Teachers’ interviews will occur in a setting of teachers’ choice.
During the observations I will observe during language arts and mathematics
instruction. The classroom observation will last about half a day. I will also ask for
copies of teachers’ daily schedule, sample lesson plans, lesson materials and notes
from the principal regarding curriculum to assist me in this study. In addition,

teachers will be asked to read drafts of analysis and give input for member
checking.
11.

How do you intend to obtain the subjects' INFORMED CONSENT?
Informed consent form will be provided by the researcher and distributed to all
participants. (Please see copy of informed consent, attached)
Is it clear to the subject that their participation is fully voluntary? Yes
Is it clear to the subjects that they may withdraw at any time? Yes
Is it clear to the subjects that they may refuse to answer any specific question that
may be asked of them? Yes
Is it clear to the subjects who to contact in case of research-related questions? Yes
Voluntary participation is ensured through explicit verbal and written explanations. The
participants will be informed that they may withdraw from the study at any time. The
consent form also includes the contact information of the researcher and Mississippi
State University’s regulatory compliance office.
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12.

Assessment of RISK
There is no risk that participants will be harmed in any way. There are no
anticipated risks to the subjects involved in this study nor should a participant feel
demeaning or embarrassed or worried or upset.

13.

How do you ensure CONFIDENTIALITY of information collected?
Only the researcher and the project supervisor will have access to the collection data. The
data collected will securely stored at the primary researcher’s home location in a locked
file cabinet. No names will be collected on the interview data. A pseudonym will be
created and used for each participant. The pseudonyms will protect the confidentiality of
the participants. The information obtained from the participants such as audio tapes, field
notes, etc. will be destroyed by shredding one year after completion of this study.
Consents forms will be stored in a separate locked file at the researcher’s home. Consent
forms will be kept for 3 years after completion of the research.

14.

Are approvals needed from another MSU regulatory committee (i.e. IACUC for
animals or IBC for infectious agents or recombinant DNA)? If so, please attach
approval letter(s) from appropriate committee(s). If approval has not yet been
obtained, where are you at in the approval process? No further approval is necessary.
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APPENDIX B

SUPERINTENDENT’S COVER LETTER
March 13, 2008

Dear Superintendent:
I am a doctoral student in the Department of Curriculum and Instruction at
Mississippi State University. I am writing to seek consent from you to conduct a doctoral
study entitled; The Impact MCT2 has on an Elementary and Middle School Reading and
Language Arts Classroom Instruction in Mississippi. McMillan and Schumacher (1993)
stated that data analysis for qualitative research involves categorizing, comparing, and
interpreting data to provide an explanation of the topic being studied in Mississippi. The
study will examine teachers’ perceptions and insights about Mississippi’s current
standardized testing program.
A total of five teachers will participate in the audio-taped interviews and
classroom observations. During the interviews, I will ask teachers questions about
teachers’ perspectives of MCT2. Teachers chosen for the study will determine the
interview time. The duration of the first interview session will take about 75 minutes
teachers’ time and the second interview will last for about 30 minutes. Teachers’
interviews will occur in a setting of teachers’ choice. During the observations, I will
observe during reading and language arts instruction. The classroom observation will last
about half a day. I will also ask for copies of teachers’ daily schedule, sample lesson
plans, lesson materials and notes from the principal regarding curriculum to assist me in
this study. The results of both the interviews and observations will be transcribed and
reported in my dissertation. Teachers’ comments will be reported in a manner that will
assure the confidentiality of teachers’ participation. I have attached a copy of the letter to
the school principal and a copy of the teachers’ consent form.
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Thank you for considering my request. If you have questions about the research,
please contact me by mail or e-mail at the following address: Sara Campbell, 1150 CR
489, Ripley, MS 38663; sec105@msstate.edu; 662.587.5366. You may also wish to
contact my major professor and Doctoral Committee Chair: Dr. Devon Brenner, (662)
325-3703.

Sincerely,

Sara Campbell
Doctoral Candidate
Mississippi State University
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APPENDIX C
CONSENT LETTER FOR SUPERINTENDENT
I give permission for the teachers in my school district to participate in a research
study entitled The Impact MCT2 has on an Elementary and Middle School Reading and
Language Arts Classroom Instruction in Mississippi. The information gained from this
study can help administrators, teachers, and staff to better understand the impact state
testing has on classroom practices. This study is being conducted by Sara Campbell, a
doctoral candidate in the School of Education at Mississippi State University.
As a participant, I understand that teachers will be asked to participate in
interviews and classroom observations. The interviews will last for 90 minutes
classroom observations are expected to last a half-day. Teachers will decide when both
interviews and classroom observations will be conducted. I also understand that teachers
will be asked to participate voluntarily and five teachers will be selected from this pool.
When a teacher is selected for an interview and observation, they will be told exactly
what participation will entail and will not be penalized if the choose not to participate.
I understand that teachers’ comments will be reported in a manner that will assure
the confidentiality of teachers’ participation. No names of individuals, schools, and
school system will be used for reporting the findings. All data collection from interviews
and observations will be kept confidential. Under these conditions, I understand that the
results of the study may be used for publication.
I understand that there is no personal risk directly involved with this research.
Participation is voluntary and there is no penalty for not participating. I further
understand that I am free to withdraw my consent for participating in this study at any
time without any adverse consequences.
If you have any questions in connection with my participation in this study, I
should contact Sara Campbell at 662.587.5366 or email at (sec105@msstate.edu). I may
also contact MSU IRB at 662.325.5220 at any time during this study if I have questions
or concerns about my rights as a research subject.

210

Please return this form with signature to Sara Campbell, 1150 CR 489, Ripley,
MS 38663. Also retain one copy for your records.

_____________________
DATE

________________________________
Signature
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APPENDIX D
PRINCIPAL’S COVER LETTER
March 13, 2008

Dear Principal:
Thank you in advance for your help and consideration for allowing me to use your
school to participate in this research project. I am a doctoral student in the Department of
Curriculum and Instruction at Mississippi State University and I am seeking teachers in
your school to participate in my doctoral research study entitled, The Impact MCT2 has
on an Elementary and Middle School Reading and Language Arts Classroom Instruction
in Mississippi. Research shows in urban and rural school districts the negative
consequences of accountability mandates outweigh the positive influence they have on
classroom curriculum. This study will examine the effects state testing has on classroom
instruction in a school district in Mississippi.
The study will consist of interviews and class observations with five of your
teachers. The results of the interviews and classroom observations will be reported in my
dissertation, but their comments will be reported in a manner that will assure the
confidentiality of teachers’ participation. Participation in this study will be kept in
strictest confidence and no results of individual participants will be released in any form.
Participation in this study is completely voluntary, and participants may with withdraw
from this study at any time without penalty. There are no foreseeable risks for your
teachers to participate because this study is simply an assessment study and not a
treatment study. Data will be destroyed once the study has been completed.
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Again, your help is greatly appreciated. If you have any questions about the study
please feel free to contact me at 662.587.5366 or by email at sec105@msstate.edu. You
may also contact my major professor and Doctoral Committee Chair: Dr. Devon Brenner,
662-325-3703. This study and consent form have been reviewed by the MSU
Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects in Research, which
ensures that research study involving human subjects follow federal regulations. Any
questions or concerns about rights as a research subject should be directed to Katherine
Crowley at the Office of Regulatory Compliance at (662) 325-3294.
Sincerely,

Sara Campbell
Doctoral Candidate
Mississippi State University
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APPENDIX E

Informed Consent Form for Teachers
Title of Study: The Impact MCT2 has on an Elementary and Middle School Reading and
Language Arts Classroom Instruction in Mississippi
Study Site: Interviews of five teachers will occur in a school environment or in a
setting of the teachers’ choice. For example, this setting may be in the classroom
or an assigned location identified by participates
Name of Researcher(s) & University affiliation: Sara Campbell and Dr. Devon
Brenner, Mississippi State University
The purpose of this study is to investigate the impact MCT2 has on an elementary
and middle school reading and language arts classroom instruction in Mississippi. The
study will be undertaken in the spring of 2008 subscribing to a view of human
phenomena as socially constructed (Vygotsky, 1978) from individuals’ perception of
reality. The research will be conducted through the following data collection methods:
interviews, classroom observations, and documents. After approval of the study by
Institutional Research Board and signed consent form from each interviewee, the
researcher will interview each teacher for approximately 75 minutes in a setting of their
choice. Each interview will be recorded by audiotape and transcribed into written
summary for teachers to check for classroom information. Participants’ responses will be
kept confidential and participants’ name will not be connected in any way to their
responses. There are no anticipated physical risks to the subjects involved in this study
nor should a participant feel demeaning or embarrassed or worried or upset. Lesson
plans and teaching materials will be collected from the principal.
By participating in this study you may better help us to understand the impact of
state testing on classroom teaching practice. Only the researcher and the project
supervisor will have access to the collected data. The data collected will be securely
stored at the primary researcher’s home location in a locked file cabinet. The information
obtained from the participants such as audio tapes, field notes, etc will be destroyed one
year after completion of this study.
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There will be no monetary or professional continuing credit for participants. The
only compensation will be the opportunity to receive the results of the study.
If you should have any question about this research project or would like a copy
of the final report, this will be provided upon request, please feel free to contact Sara
Campbell at 662.587.5366 or Dr. Devon Brenner at (662) 325-2503. For additional
information regarding your rights as a research subject, please feel free to contact
Katherine Crowley of the Mississippi State University Regulatory Compliance Office at
(662) 325-5220.
Please understand that your participation is voluntary, your refusal to participate
will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled, and you
may discontinue your participation in this study at any time without penalty. In addition,
you have the right to refuse to answer any specific question(s).
As a participant of this study you are agreeing to the following: (a) to participate
in the interview (approximately 75 minutes in length) that will be audio taped; (b) to
participant in classroom observation (approximately half a-day duration); (c) to share
documents collected from the principal (lesson plans and teaching materials); and (d) to
participate in follow-up discussions about the accuracy of researcher’s findings.
As a participant in the study, I have read and understand the Informal Consent and
conditions of this study. All my questions have been answered and I hereby
acknowledge the above and give my voluntary consent.

___________________________

_______________

Participant Signature

Date

____________________________

_______________

Investigator Signature

Date

You will be given a copy of this form for your records.
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APPENDIX F
Script Announcement for Teachers to Voluntarily Participate
in Research Study
The Impact MCT2 has on an Elementary and Middle School Reading and Language Arts
Classroom Instruction in Mississippi
Teachers
You are asked to participate in a research study conducted by Sara Campbell, a
doctoral student at MSU. The purpose of the study is to better understand teachers’
perceptions of state testing in Mississippi. The results of this study will be used for
Sara’s dissertation regarding the impact MCT2 has on an elementary and middle school
reading and language arts classroom instruction in Mississippi. You are selected to
participate because you have been teaching reading, language arts, and mathematics for at
least two years. Your participation is voluntary and a total of 5 teachers will be selected
to participate. You should read the informed consent form for teachers (Appendix E) and
ask questions about anything you do not understand, before deciding whether or not to
participate.
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APPENDIX G
Interview Guide
Teacher Gender:
Level of education:

M or F
Bachelors Masters Specialist Doctorate

Number of years taught: _____
Grade level currently taught: ___
Subject area(s) currently taught: ________________________________________
1. The characteristics of instruction have changed in response to testing. How do
you decide what information to teach and how to teach it?
2. Standardized test scores have become very important to schools and in turn
affected the classroom curriculum. How do you decide how much time to spend
on each subject?
3. School reform has played an important role in the education of our students. How
has your teaching changed over the last five years and why?
4. At the beginning of the school year, what do you look at to find out about
students’ achievement and decide how to plan?
5. Tell me what you are doing differently this year to prepare for MCT2.
6. I’m interested in accountability mandates. Describe how they have affected your
role as a teacher.
7. Tell me some of the challenges you anticipate with state testing.
8. I’m interested in test preparation; describe test preparation activities in response
to state testing.
9. State testing is a debatable topic when it comes to curriculum and planning.
Describe for me the role state testing play in your planning and instruction.
10. Well, you have been very helpful. Are there any other thoughts or feelings you’d
like to share with me?
Thank you very much for you time and information! I will type up my notes from this
interview and give them to you. I would very much appreciate it if you would read the
notes and make corrections to improve accuracy. If there is anything you would like to
add at that time, I hope you will feel free to make additions then. Again, many thanks.
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APPENDIX H

Data Analysis: Interview
Research Questions:
1. What are reading and language arts teachers’ perceptions of accountability?
2. What are teachers’ perceptions of the influence of state testing on reading and
language arts classroom instruction?
3. How do elementary and middle school teachers prepare students for end-of-year
reading and language arts state test?

Domain
Categories
Supporting Details
Accountability 1. Stress Level
2. School Improvement
3. Media Coverage
4. Performance (school and
teacher)
5. Other
Perceptions
1. Narrows Curriculum
2. Identify students’
strengths and
weaknesses
3. Attitude
4. Clarify learning goals
5. Teaching to the test
6. Other
Test Preparation1. Delivery of Instruction
2. Time Impact on
Instruction
3. Assessment/Evaluation
4. Instructional Strategies
5. Other
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APPENDIX I
Data Analysis: Observation
Research Questions:
1. What are reading and language arts teachers’ perceptions of accountability?
2. What are teachers’ perceptions of the influence of state testing on reading and
language arts classroom instruction?
3. How do elementary and middle school teachers prepare students for end-of-year
reading and language arts state test?

Domain
Categories
Accountability 1. Stress Level
2. School Improvement
3. Media Coverage
4. Performance (school
and teacher)
5. Other
Perceptions
1. Narrows Curriculum
2. Identify students’
strengths and weaknesses
3. Attitude
4. Clarify learning goals
5. Teaching to the test
6. Other
Test Preparation1. Delivery of Instruction
2. Time Impact on
Instruction
3. Assessment/Evaluation
4. Instructional Strategies
5. Other

Supporting Details
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APPENDIX J

Data Analysis: Overall Summary
Research Questions:
1. What are reading and language arts teachers’ perceptions of accountability?
2. What are teachers’ perceptions of the influence of state testing on reading and
language arts classroom instruction?
3. How do elementary and middle school teachers prepare students for end-of-year
reading and language arts state test?

Domain
Categories
Accountability 1. Stress Level
2. School Improvement
3. Media Coverage
4. Performance (school
and teacher)
5. Other
Perceptions
1. Narrows Curriculum
2. Identify students’
strengths and
weaknesses
3. Attitude
4. Clarify learning goals
5. Teaching to the test
6. Other
Test Preparation1. Delivery of Instruction
2. Time Impact on
Instruction
3. Assessment/Evaluation
4. Instructional Strategies
5. Other

Supporting Details
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Clusters
Accountability

Instruction

Test Preparation

Research Questions
Supports from Literature
What are teachers perceptions Koretz et al 1996; James, 2003;
of accountability and how do Yarbrough, 1999; Barksdale et
teachers cope with the mandates al, 2000; Costigan, 2002;
for accountability
Gordon and Reese, 1997;
Perrault, 2000; Fisher and Frey,
2007; Yeh, 2006; Reeves 2006;
Snow-Geronot and Franklin,
2006; Taylor et al 2002;
McNeil, 2000
What are teachers’ perceptions Jones and Johnson, 2002;
of the influence of state testing James, 2003; Yarbrough, 1999;
on reading and language arts
Barksdale et al, 2000; Costigan,
classroom instruction?
2002; Gordon and Reese, 1997;
Perrault, 2000; Firestone et al,
2001; Yeh, 2006; Taylor et al
2002; McNeil, 2000; McMillan
et al 1999; Jones, 1999;
Hoffman et al 2001; Bridge et al
1997; Mitchell et al 1997;
Public Agenda 2000; Sandholtz,
2004
What kinds of test preparation Perreault, 2000; Jones et al,
strategies do teachers use to
1999; McNeil, 2000; Herman
prepare students for end-of-year and Dietel, 2005; Hoffman et al,
tests
2001; Woody et al 2007;
Shepard, 2000; Gordon and
Reese, 1997
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